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Choosing the Road

Choosing the Road is the second book of The Monk and the Witch saga.

After Candlekeep, Ṛṣi and Maeril keep moving south because the road gives them room to remain together, away from old duties, old lives, and the places that would pull them back too soon.

But the road is not empty.

What begins as escape becomes weather, hunger, paid work, caravan duty, giants above Nashkel, lies at the Battlescarred Bard, and the old green shadow of the Wealdath waiting ahead.

This is not a campaign log. It is a character-centered fantasy story about original characters living inside a Dungeons & Dragons world: wounds, spells, gods, roads, care, humor, danger, tenderness, and the practical work of choosing mercy when the world keeps making that choice harder.

At its heart are Ṛṣiśūra and Maeril: staff and spell, mercy and ward, body and magic, discipline and spark, walking south together into places where care will require courage, trespass, judgment, and consequence.





Official Website

The full book can also be read on the official website, with layouts optimized for desktop and mobile devices.

The latest downloads, updates, character pages, and additional material are available there:

monkandwitch.com/en/

Readers are also welcome to join the community space on Reddit:

reddit.com/r/MonkAndWitch





The Protagonists

Short introductions to Ṛṣiśūra and Maeril, including their Dungeons & Dragons character sheets and artwork, are available on the official site:

The Monk - Ṛṣiśūra

https://monkandwitch.com/en/rsi/2/

The Witch - Maeril

monkandwitch.com/en/maeril/2/





About This Fan Work

The Monk and the Witch: Mercy and Wards is unofficial Fan Content permitted under the Fan Content Policy. Not approved/endorsed by Wizards. Portions of the materials used are property of Wizards of the Coast. ©Wizards of the Coast LLC.

This is a free, noncommercial Dungeons & Dragons fan fiction set in the Forgotten Realms.

Dungeons & Dragons, D&D, Forgotten Realms, and related names, characters, settings, logos, and concepts are the property of their respective owners.

You can review the full Fan Content Policy at:

company.wizards.com/en/legal/fancontentpolicy

The original characters, original prose, and original story material in this fan work are by Fred.

This eBook is distributed for free.





Not Yet Home





Beregost, After

The road out of Candlekeep felt larger than it had on the way in.

Not wider. Not kinder. The Lion’s Way remained itself: ruts hardening after rain, grasses leaning under sea-wind, cart tracks cut deep where the ground had stayed soft too long. Crows complained from fence posts. Somewhere beyond the low rise of land, the sea kept breathing against the cliffs, hidden but never entirely absent.

But after Candlekeep’s walls, after the weight of shelves and Avowed eyes and quiet rooms where every whisper seemed to know more than it said, the open road had room for breath.

Maeril took hers loudly.

“Gods,” she said, lifting her face into the wind, “I had forgotten the sky was allowed to be this large.”

Ṛṣi looked up.

Low clouds. Gray. Moving fast.

“It is the same size as before.”

“That is exactly the sort of answer that gets monks banned from poetry.”

“I did not know we were attempting poetry.”

“We are not. That would be dangerous. We have survived Candlekeep and should not become arrogant.”

The corner of his mouth moved before he could stop it.

Almost.

Maeril saw anyway. She usually did.

They walked with Candlekeep behind them and Beregost ahead, the book no longer a price at Ṛṣi’s hip but a thing that had passed through the gate, been read, and been answered. Their work had entered a place built to keep memory from rotting.

That should have made the road lighter.

In some ways, it did.

In others, it made everything they carried more real.

They had brought the book to Candlekeep as offering, proof, door. Now they carried copies, notes, letters, and inked recognition that Maeril had pretended not to treasure before packing it with the careful violence of a woman arranging something holy while insulting it.

Candlekeep had not swallowed them.

It had opened.

Now the road asked what came after.

Because the Lion’s Way did not only run south. It also remembered north. Baldur’s Gate. Lantern Hall. Wyrm’s Crossing. Elisa’s dawn-lit hands. Maeril’s stall. Rows of tired bodies who had learned where to find soup, bandages, heat, and names.

No one said that yet.

The road did not need them to.

It laid itself under their boots and waited.

They reached Beregost in the late afternoon, when the light had gone honey-thin over the roofs and the town’s chimneys had started giving smoke to the cooling air.

Ṛṣi knew where to look before he meant to.

His feet slowed.

Maeril slowed with him.

The field was empty.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

The refugee camp had been a wound when they last saw it: canvas sagging under weather, bodies pressed too close, cooking smoke caught low over mud, children coughing into sleeves, old people wrapped in blankets that were never enough. A place where waiting had become another kind of sickness. A place where every path was a compromise between hunger, shame, rot, and fear.

Now the tents were gone.

Grass had begun to return in uneven patches. Not smoothly. Not like healing in a story. The ground still remembered feet. Bare lines cut through it where people had walked the same paths too many times. Old fire rings made dark circles under new green. Drainage trenches ran like half-healed cuts through the field. Near the far edge, a stake had been left in the ground, bent sideways, a strip of weather-bleached cord still tied around it.

Gone.

Ṛṣi’s hand tightened on his staff.

Maeril’s road-humor left her face.

“Well,” she said softly. “Either things improved…”

She did not finish at first.

A cart rolled somewhere behind them. A woman called a child’s name from the town road. The field stayed empty.

Maeril’s tail moved once beneath her cloak, tight and sharp.

“…or they improved in the way towns sometimes mean it.”

Ṛṣi listened.

Not for words.

For flies. For the wrong kind of silence. For the buried stink of bodies under turned earth. For the sound of people pretending not to see what had been done near their homes.

Wind moved over the field.

The grass answered.

No carrion birds. No fresh mounds. No ash thick enough for burning. No rushed burial markers. No sign of violence hidden under order.

But absence was not proof of mercy.

He stepped into the field.

The earth gave slightly under his boot where old mud had dried unevenly. He stopped near one of the fire rings and looked toward the town. The Lathanderite roofline rose above the nearer houses, morninglord gold catching the low sun as if dawn had been hammered thin and fixed there for later use.

Maeril came to stand beside him.

“Temple?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Good. I would like to know whether I am relieved before supper.”

They crossed into Beregost.

The town was not transformed.

That was the first honest thing about it.

A few shutters still closed too quickly when strangers passed. A woman carrying a basket looked at them, recognized them, and looked away with a complicated expression that held gratitude, embarrassment, and the wish not to reopen anything in public. Near a stable, a boy with sleeves too short for his arms carried a bundle of kindling almost larger than his chest. He had the quick, watchful look of camp children, but his cheeks were fuller than Ṛṣi remembered seeing on any child in that field.

At the corner near the temple yard, two men argued over a broken cartwheel. One had the accent of somewhere farther north. The other wore a Beregost apron and the expression of a man discovering that help could also be irritating.

Life, then.

Not clean.

But life.

They found Dawnmaster Halver beside a side door of the temple, sleeves rolled to the elbow, holding a slate in one hand while a young acolyte read names from a folded sheet. He looked older than he had months ago. Not by years. By use. The softness had gone from the edges of his face, replaced by something more tired and more reliable.

He glanced up because the acolyte did.

For a heartbeat, he only stared.

Then recognition crossed his face so quickly it almost looked like pain.

“Ṛṣiśūra,” he said.

The full name struck the air with old courtesy. Then his gaze moved. “Maeril Greenward.”

“Dawnmaster,” Maeril said.

Halver looked past them toward the field, as if he knew exactly where they had been standing.

“You saw it.”

Ṛṣi inclined his head once.

“I suppose I should begin there,” Halver said.

He handed the slate to the acolyte with two murmured instructions, then led them inside, not to the shrine proper but to a side room that smelled of wax, old wood, and ink. It had become less a priest’s chamber than a place where decisions had been made too often: benches pushed against walls, rolled blankets in one corner, three stacked crates marked for grain, and a table scarred with knife cuts where bread, medicine, and paperwork had clearly all taken turns being more important than dignity.

Halver set both palms on the table and let out a breath.

“No ceremony,” he said. “I haven’t the strength to be impressive today.”

Maeril’s mouth softened. “That is often the beginning of wisdom.”

He gave her a tired look that almost became a smile.

Then he turned to the window, where the empty field could be seen between buildings.

“The camp is gone because it no longer needed to exist in that shape,” he said. “Not because everyone is well. Not because Beregost suddenly became kind. And not because we found enough beds. We did not.”

Ṛṣi remained standing.

Halver noticed and did not ask him to sit.

“Some families are in cottages now,” the Dawnmaster continued. “Abandoned ones first. Then rented rooms. Then rooms that were not offered freely until the council discovered I could make shame very public when necessary.”

Maeril’s eyebrows lifted.

Halver looked briefly pleased with himself, then tired again.

“A few went with caravans. Some had kin south of Nashkel, some north toward the Gate. Some found work here—stable hands, kitchen work, field work, repairs. The tannery took three men and complained loudly enough that I knew they meant to keep them.”

Outside, the acolyte’s voice rose and fell in the yard.

Halver’s fingers tapped once against the table.

“Some died.”

The room settled around the words.

He did not soften them.

That made Ṛṣi respect him more.

“Fever took two of the old ones before we finished moving people apart,” Halver said. “A child with lung sickness did not survive the last rain. One man left in the night before we could stop him. We found him two days later on the road.”

Maeril looked down.

Ṛṣi let the names he did not know have their breath.

Halver’s voice roughened, but did not break. “There are still people who think the town gave too much. There are still refugees who will not step inside this temple unless hunger drags them. I cannot blame them. There are debts, grudges, frightened shopkeepers, proud fools, and children learning too quickly which doors open and which do not.”

He looked at them then.

“But the field is empty because the field stopped being the only answer.”

Maeril’s tail had gone still.

Ṛṣi said, “How?”

Halver gave a short breath that might have been a laugh if there had been more joy in the room.

“How? Badly. Slowly. With arguments.”

“That sounds official,” Maeril said.

“It became official after it was too late for the officials to pretend they had begun it.”

There it was.

A small ember under the exhaustion.

Halver crossed to a shelf and pulled down a rolled parchment, the edges softened by handling. He did not unroll it fully. He only opened enough for Ṛṣi to see columns, circles, water marks, names, crude lines marking distance from well to latrine trench to cookfire.

Ṛṣi knew Maeril’s hand in some of the marks.

He knew his own in none of the writing, but in the order beneath it: distance, sickness, exposure, who could walk, who could not, where a body might stand and keep harm from passing too easily.

“You gave me this,” Halver said.

“We gave you notes,” Maeril said.

“No,” he said. “You gave me something I could put on a council table when men who had not stepped into that field told me nothing could be done.”

Maeril’s expression sharpened, then closed around feeling.

Halver looked at Ṛṣi.

“You and Kargun moved the first stones around the well,” he said. “Do you remember?”

Ṛṣi remembered mud. Kargun’s broad hands. A line of villagers watching as if work were an accusation. Halver saying one well was too small. Kargun answering that it was enough to begin.

“Yes,” Ṛṣi said.

“One well became a rota,” Halver said. “The rota became a list. The list became names instead of bodies. Names became arguments I could win.”

He rolled the parchment closed.

“A first stone is not a house,” he said. “But try building without one.”

Silence held.

Ṛṣi lowered his eyes.

The room had too much in it suddenly: Candlekeep’s halls, the field, the first day they had stood in the mud, the boy near the well whose cough had sounded too dry, the way Maeril had made anger useful by turning it into layout and supply. None of it had felt like enough.

It still did not feel like enough.

But enough had never been the same thing as everything.

“We did not stay,” he said.

Halver’s gaze did not move.

“No,” he said. “You did not.”

The answer landed without accusation.

“Others did,” Halver continued. “Some because they were paid. Some because they were shamed. Some because they remembered themselves. Some because the work had been made plain enough that refusing it became more difficult than helping.”

Maeril let out a quiet breath through her nose.

“That may be the most Beregost miracle I have ever heard.”

Halver’s smile returned. “A miracle of irritation.”

“The only reliable kind.”

This time he did smile, briefly.

Then he looked back to Ṛṣi.

“You did not solve Beregost,” Halver said. “You made it impossible for us to keep calling paralysis prudence.”

Ṛṣi’s fingers tightened once around his staff.

Maeril saw.

She did not reach for him in front of Halver. She only shifted half a step nearer, close enough that the warmth of her presence entered the space at his side.

Halver seemed to notice that too.

He was a priest. He noticed more than he announced.

“And Candlekeep?” he asked.

Maeril groaned softly. “Full of books. Alarmingly fond of rules. Some of the rules were attached to people, which was inconvenient.”

Halver looked between them.

“They let you in.”

“They did,” Ṛṣi said.

“I hoped the letter would help.”

“It did.”

Halver looked down at the rolled parchment in his hands, then set it on the table with care.

“I wrote what was true,” he said. “That was all.”

“No,” Maeril said. “You wrote it where the right people would be forced to read it. That is a different spell.”

Halver accepted that with a small nod, as if he had learned not to argue with witches about spells they meant metaphorically and perhaps not entirely metaphorically.

Outside, someone laughed.

Not loudly. Not freely enough to be called joy without qualification. But it was real laughter from the street, followed by another voice scolding and a child answering too quickly.

Maeril turned her head toward it.

Through the window, Ṛṣi saw the boy with the kindling again. He had dropped two sticks. A woman in a baker’s apron stopped, said something sharp, then bent and helped him gather them. The boy flinched at first. Then, when she handed the sticks back without striking him, he stared at her as if she had performed a trick.

Small.

Almost nothing.

Not nothing.

Halver followed their gaze.

“His mother has work at the inn now,” he said quietly. “He still steals bread when frightened. We pretend not to see every third time.”

Maeril’s mouth twitched.

“Good policy,” she said.

“It was recommended to me by someone with strong opinions about hunger.”

“I know several wise people.”

“You were the loudest.”

“Then clearly the wisest.”

Halver’s laugh was tired, but it came.

The sound eased something in the room.

Not everything.

Enough.

When they stepped back outside, the light had shifted. Evening had moved into the streets, bringing the smell of cooking fires, damp straw, horse sweat, and bread. Beregost sounded ordinary in the way a place sounds ordinary only when one has not counted the dead beneath the ordinariness.

Ṛṣi stood in the temple yard and looked toward the field again.

Empty.

Still scarred.

No longer abandoned to itself.

Maeril came beside him. Her shoulder brushed his sleeve, brief enough that no one could call it anything and long enough that he knew exactly what she had done.

“Well,” she said.

He waited.

“Better is still better,” she said, as if daring the world to disagree.

Ṛṣi breathed in.

The air held smoke, grass, old mud, and the faint sweetness of bread from somewhere nearby.

“Yes,” he said.

They remained there a moment longer.

Behind them, Halver returned to his slate, his acolyte, his lists, his unfinished work. Before them, the field gave back the evening light in uneven green. Beyond Beregost, roads waited in more directions than either of them wanted to name.

North held Baldur’s Gate.

Lantern Hall. Elisa. The bridge. Maeril’s old counter. The lives that would know exactly where to find them if they returned.

South held distance.

Weather. Work. Unknown towns. The road that still felt like theirs because no one else had told them what shape to take on it.

Beregost did not absolve them.

It only made one thing harder to dismiss.

Leaving was not always abandonment.

Maeril looked at the road first.

Then at him.

Neither spoke of Baldur’s Gate.

Not yet.





Choosing the Road

They did not leave Beregost’s temple yard quickly.

For a while, there was no reason to.

The old camp field lay beyond the buildings, visible in broken slices between roofs, carts, and the ordinary movement of people who still needed supper, wages, wood, water, errands, sleep. Evening kept lowering itself over the town. Chimneys breathed. A dog barked twice and was scolded into silence. Somewhere behind them, Halver’s voice returned to names, lists, and the small brutal arithmetic of care.

Maeril stood beside Ṛṣi until the light changed enough that the field’s scars became less distinct.

Then she said, “If I keep staring at that patch of grass, I am going to start assigning moral significance to weeds.”

Ṛṣi turned his head slightly.

“Would you be wrong?”

“That is not the point.” She adjusted her cloak with unnecessary sharpness. “The point is that I am hungry, tired, and dangerously close to respecting local governance.”

“That does sound serious.”

“It is. Take me somewhere with bread before I recover.”

So he did.

They found a small tavern on a side street, not the loudest place near the trade road and not the quietest either. The common room was clean in the way working rooms became clean after long practice rather than wealth: swept boards, scrubbed tables, smoke-dark beams, a hearth low enough not to waste wood. A few merchants murmured over cups. Two drovers argued without energy near the back wall. The smell was watered ale, onions, roasted turnips, old beer, wet wool, and bread pulled from an oven earlier than anyone wished.

They took a table near the wall.

Packs went down beside them with soft thuds. Maeril’s landed with the particular exhausted accusation of a thing that believed it had been mistreated by physics. Ṛṣi set his staff where his hand could find it without thought.

For a few breaths, neither spoke.

The tavern’s noise gathered around them and did not quite enter.

Bread came. Vegetables. A small bowl of beans with enough salt to pretend generosity. Watered ale that Maeril sniffed once and did not insult aloud, which Ṛṣi marked as restraint of a high order.

She tore bread with both hands and stared at the table.

“Better than I feared,” she said at last. “Worse than I wanted. Which is usually what happens when people get involved.”

Ṛṣi nodded.

Maeril ate one bite, chewed, and frowned toward the room as if the tavern had personally arranged moral ambiguity for her inconvenience.

“I hate that I’m relieved,” she said. “The field is empty. Some are housed. Some found work. Some moved on. Halver has become the kind of man who can weaponize shame against a council, which I approve of spiritually.”

Another bite.

“And still. Some died.”

“Yes.”

She looked at him over the bread.

He had answered too cleanly.

Not coldly. Never that. But the word had come from a place already ordered and sealed, as if he had accepted the fact, placed it where grief belonged, and moved on to the next necessary thing before she had finished standing in the first.

Maeril narrowed her eyes.

Ṛṣi’s hands rested near his cup. Not wrapped around it. Near it. His thumb touched the side of one finger, then stilled. His gaze had gone to the packs, to the staff, to the door, to the road beyond the tavern he could not see from where he sat.

Not watching for danger.

Counting.

There it was.

Maeril sat back.

“Oh,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked at her. “Oh?”

“You have gone quiet in the way that means your hands are trying to solve your life before your mouth gets involved.”

His eyes lowered to his hands.

That proved her point so thoroughly that she almost smiled.

Almost.

“What are you measuring?” she asked.

“I am not measuring.”

“Rish.”

The private name landed between them softly enough that the drovers did not hear it, and sharply enough that he did.

He exhaled through his nose.

Maeril reached for her ale, thought better of it after a second sniff, and took water instead.

“There it is,” she said. “The monastery behind your eyes.”

His mouth twitched. Not quite humor. Not quite surrender.

“I was thinking.”

“Dangerous. About what?”

He looked toward the door again. A cart passed outside, wheels knocking over uneven stone.

“Lantern Hall,” he said.

There.

The word entered the room.

Maeril did not pounce. She only waited.

“Elisa will have kept the routines,” he continued. “But I should know what changed while we were gone. Supplies. Cots. Volunteers. Whether the east roof still leaks when the rain turns from the river. Whether the new intake shelf remained where it could be reached.”

His fingers touched the staff once, then left it.

“I have not trained properly in days. Not the full sequence. Candlekeep had space, but not the right ground. The road changes things. Inns change things. I should rebuild the pattern before I lose too much of it.”

Maeril watched him list himself back into existence.

Lantern Hall. Supplies. Roof. Shelf. Training. Ground. Pattern.

All true things.

All useful things.

All of them arranged like stones across a river he did not want to admit he was afraid to cross.

“And after that?” she asked.

He looked at her.

“After what?”

“After you check the roof, realign the shelves, bow to every blanket in Lantern Hall, and beat yourself back into the precise shape expected of you by mud, dawn, and self-inflicted discipline.”

A short silence followed.

The corner of his mouth moved.

“You make it sound excessive.”

“I am being generous.”

He took a drink, giving himself time. Ṛṣi did that when a truth had teeth. He did not lie. He did not deflect well. He simply found the nearest useful silence and stood inside it until speech could be made safe.

Maeril leaned forward.

“Do you want to go back?”

His gaze lifted to hers.

The question was too simple for what it held.

He answered too honestly for comfort.

“Yes.”

Maeril felt the small thing in her chest tighten before she could stop it.

Then he added, “And no.”

There he was.

She set her bread down.

Outside, Beregost settled deeper into evening. Someone laughed in the street. A door shut. The tavern keeper wiped the same piece of counter three times because there were no customers at that exact spot and habit needed somewhere to go.

Ṛṣi looked at his hands.

“Lantern Hall matters,” he said. “Elisa matters. The work matters.”

“Yes.”

“I know the shape of that life.”

“I know.”

His thumb brushed the scarred edge of the table. “I know where to stand. When to rise. How to train before the doors open. Which sounds mean fever, and which mean fear, and which mean someone has hidden pain because they do not want to be made trouble. I know where the bandages are without looking. I know how the Hall breathes.”

Maeril was quiet now.

He rarely gave this much at once.

His voice stayed plain, but the plainness had weight.

“Candlekeep had a shape too,” he said. “Different. Temporary. But real. Work in the morning. Reading. Copying. Walking. Training where I could. You arguing with books as if they had insulted you.”

“They often had.”

“Yes.”

A breath.

“Now that shape is gone.”

Maeril looked at him, and the teasing left her face by degrees.

He did not look lost. That would have been easier to name.

He looked like a man standing in an empty practice yard after the bell had been removed, waiting for his body to be told what hour it was.

Change was not new to him. Road, cell, monastery, battlefield, Hall, Candlekeep. He had survived change by making form inside it. Breath. Staff. Work. Routine. Service. The next necessary thing.

Now the next necessary thing was unclear, and the unclear place had her in it.

Maeril’s throat tightened.

She reached for humor because it was safer than touching the raw place with bare hands.

“So your plan was to quietly become a duty roster and hope I didn’t notice.”

“I did not have a plan.”

“That is worse. An accidental duty roster is the saddest kind.”

That time, he did smile. Small. Tired. Real.

Then it faded.

“What do you want?” he asked.

The question turned too quickly.

Maeril glanced away.

There was the stall.

Her stall.

Her counter. Her patched canopy. Her pot. The bridge children who pretended not to wait for accidents of bread. Regulars who complained about seasoning and came back the next day anyway. The hawk’s old circle over Wyrm’s Crossing. The river wind. The doorless hut. The life she had made because nobody had handed her one and she had grown tired of asking places to let her belong.

She loved parts of it with a fierceness that made her angry.

That was the trouble.

She could see herself returning. She could see her hands on the ladle, her books shoved into the safest corner, her jokes ready before dawn, her tail keeping balance behind the counter, her eyes finding every hungry child before the child had to ask.

She could also see herself pretending that Candlekeep had been an errand.

That the road had been a detour.

That the book, the long nights, the firelight, the conversations, the way Ṛṣi looked at a page until mercy found structure there, the way her own magic had opened under being understood—none of it had altered the size of her life.

Her mouth twisted.

“Back to the stall,” she said, “and pretend nothing’s changed?”

Ṛṣi watched her.

“Take what we’ve learned and wedge it back into the old shape?”

The words came sharper than she meant.

Good.

Sharp was easier to survive than trembling.

“I can go back,” she said. “I should, at some point. I know that. I know who eats there. I know who will pretend they did not miss me. I know which child will have decided the corner of the counter belongs to him now because I was foolish enough to leave an empire unattended.”

Her fingers tightened around the cup.

“But if I go back now, I think I will have to lie. Not with words. Worse. With routine.”

Ṛṣi said nothing.

That was one of the ways she loved him: he did not rush to rescue a truth before it finished hurting.

Maeril looked down at the table between them.

“I don’t want to make Candlekeep small enough to fit behind my soup pot.”

The line surprised her.

It surprised him too. She saw it in the minute stillness of his hands.

Then he nodded once.

“No.”

That was all.

No sermon. No permission. No beautiful answer.

Just no.

It steadied her more than a speech would have.

“What about you?” she asked, quieter. “Not the roof. Not the shelves. Not the sacred position of the bandages. You.”

He took longer this time.

His eyes moved to the staff at his side. The wood rested against the wall, familiar and changed by the road, by her hands, by the work they had done together. His fingers opened once on the table, then closed lightly.

“I do not want to abandon Lantern Hall,” he said.

“I know.”

“I do not want Elisa to think I can leave because what we built matters less.”

“She won’t.”

“She may feel it before she knows otherwise.”

Maeril did not argue.

Feelings did not wait for doctrine.

Ṛṣi looked at her then. Fully.

“And I do not want to return as if the road ended at Candlekeep.”

Something in her chest went very still.

He seemed to hear the shape of what he had said only after saying it.

His gaze dropped again.

“I feel unfinished,” he said.

The tavern noise softened around the words.

Not vanished. Nothing so dramatic. A mug struck wood near the hearth. Someone coughed. The drovers had lowered their argument into grunts.

But the words made their own room.

“As if the road we stepped onto has not yet run its length,” Ṛṣi said. “Not because I know where it goes. I do not. Not because I seek danger. I do not.”

Maeril’s eyebrow rose.

He noticed.

“I do not seek danger unnecessarily.”

“Better.”

His mouth almost moved again, but the seriousness held.

“When I think of returning now,” he said, “I can see the work. I can see where to stand. But I cannot see how to stand there unchanged.”

Maeril swallowed.

He had found it.

Not I want you.

Not let us run.

Not love over duty.

Something truer for him.

The old form could not hold the whole of what had happened.

Not yet.

She reached across the table, slowly enough that he could refuse if he needed to.

He did not.

Her fingers touched the back of his hand, not claiming, not dramatic. Warm skin. Ink-stains faded from Candlekeep still shadowing one nail. A small scar near one knuckle she did not remember from before and would ask about later, when it was safe to make him endure being noticed.

“Then we’re between things,” she said.

He looked at her hand on his.

“Not where we were,” she said. “Not yet where we’re going.”

His thumb shifted once.

Barely.

Enough to answer.

“That is an uncomfortable place to stand.”

“Story of my life.”

That earned the smallest breath of laughter from him.

Good.

She held his hand one moment longer, then released it before the room could become too aware of them.

The watered ale waited. Mediocre, warm at the edges, entirely unworthy of history.

Maeril lifted her cup anyway.

“Then we choose the road,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked up.

She kept her voice low. No ceremony. No theater. Just the truth placed where both of them could see it.

“Not forever,” she said. “Not abandonment. Not running so far south that Elisa has to send Lathander himself to drag you back by the ear.”

He blinked.

“She would,” Maeril said.

“She would not send Lathander.”

“No. She would come herself. Worse.”

That one almost made him smile fully.

Maeril’s own smile softened before she could sharpen it again.

“Just next,” she said.

The words landed.

Not forever.

Just next.

Ṛṣi looked at the cup in her hand, then at the road-dark window, then at her.

He lifted his own cup.

“To not knowing,” Maeril said, “and to walking anyway.”

Ṛṣi touched his cup to hers.

A small sound.

Clay against clay.

“To walking,” he said. “And listening.”

They drank.

The ale was terrible.

Maeril closed her eyes for one offended heartbeat.

“Beregost continues to test my mercy.”

“You chose the road before tasting it.”

“Then this is your fault.”

“I see.”

“You do not, but you will.”

The warmth returned slowly.

Not enough to erase what had been said.

Enough to let it live.

For a little while, they ate.

The decision sat between them, quiet and enormous, disguised as supper.

Outside, Beregost’s lamps came on one by one. The town no longer looked like a question they had failed to answer. It looked like a place they had passed through once, wounded; a place that had kept living; a place that had given them something they had not expected.

Permission, perhaps.

Not an answer.

But enough.

Maeril leaned back at last and nudged one of her packs with her boot.

It did not move.

She nudged harder.

The pack remained where it was, dense with books, notes, ink, small tools, wrapped packets, and whatever else a wizard insisted was essential to survival because the world had not yet apologized for being inconvenient.

Her expression darkened.

“Unfortunately,” she said, “the road appears to have opinions about weight.”

Ṛṣi followed her gaze to the pack.

Then to the second pack.

Then to the smaller satchel that had somehow become attached to the first two by straps, buckles, cord, and Maeril’s refusal to admit defeat.

“I see.”

“No,” she said. “You do not. You own a staff and three moral principles.”

“Four.”

“Worse.”

She leaned forward and pointed at the nearest bag as if accusing it before a magistrate.

“If we are choosing the road, the road will have to learn that wizardry has needs.”

Ṛṣi looked at the pack again.

It had begun, slightly, to lean.

He reached out and set it upright before it could collapse against the wall.

Maeril watched him do it, then looked at his nearly empty travel bundle with open resentment.

“This,” she said, “is going to become a theological problem.”

The decision held.

The world returned.

And beneath bread crumbs, bad ale, too many books, and a road not yet paid for, the new shape of their life took one quiet step south.





Too Many Books

The next morning, Maeril ordered ale with breakfast.

Ṛṣi looked at the cup, then at the hour, then at her.

She lifted her brows over the rim. “What?”

“It is morning.”

“Yes. I noticed. Very brave of it.”

“You ordered ale.”

“We spent months inside a library-monastery,” she said. “If I want fermented grain with my eggs, the gods may file a complaint in triplicate.”

He considered that.

“Lathander may have opinions.”

“Lathander has priests. They can write.”

She drank.

Ṛṣi let the matter rest. The ale looked thin enough that even dawn might forgive it.

Breakfast was bread, eggs, a little cheese, and a pot of something hot that Maeril had declared “nearly tea” after smelling it and “an insult to leaves” after tasting it. Their packs sat beside the table, half-ready for a road neither of them had yet learned how to afford.

Maeril reached down to tug one upright.

The pack made a sound no travel pack should make.

A sliding, internal collapse.

She froze.

Ṛṣi set his bread down.

“Maeril.”

“It is fine.”

A scroll case rolled out from beneath the flap and bumped against her boot.

Then a wrapped book followed.

Then another.

Then a bundle of ink-stained cloth, two narrow boxes, a tied packet of loose notes, and something small and corked that hit the floor with a threatening little clink.

Ṛṣi looked at the table.

Then the floor.

Then Maeril.

She held up one hand. “Before you say anything, this is not as bad as it looks.”

A third book slid halfway out and stopped, wedged at an angle that made the whole pack lean drunkenly toward disaster.

Ṛṣi reached down and set the pack upright before it could surrender entirely.

“Wizards do not travel lightly,” he said.

“We do,” Maeril answered at once, “if you lot stop asking us to fix everything.”

He picked up the corked vial carefully. “Is this dangerous?”

“Emotionally, yes. Physically, only if opened by idiots.”

He set it on the table with respect.

Maeril began gathering the fallen things back toward herself, muttering under her breath as if every object had betrayed her by obeying gravity.

“This,” she said, holding up a slim book, “is essential.”

Ṛṣi nodded.

“This is also essential.”

“Of course.”

“This is not essential, strictly speaking, but abandoning it would make me an embarrassment to the arcane profession.”

“That sounds serious.”

“It is. Wizards have standards. Inconsistent ones, but standards.”

She tucked the book under her arm, then looked at the rest of the heap with open hostility.

Ṛṣi took one of the scroll cases and offered it back. “How many books are necessary?”

Maeril stared at him as if he had asked how much air a lung required.

“That depends.”

“On?”

“Whether the world intends to behave.”

He waited.

“It rarely does,” she added.

He accepted that as sound reasoning.

She shoved a wrapped bundle into the pack. It did not fit. She removed it, turned it, tried again, and somehow made the problem worse.

Ṛṣi watched her struggle for three breaths.

“May I?”

“No.”

He folded his hands on the table.

She tried again.

The pack refused.

Her tail lashed once behind the chair.

“Fine,” she said. “Yes. But do not look serene while doing it.”

“I will try.”

He took the pack, removed three items, loosened the side straps, shifted the weight, laid the flat books against the back, nested the scroll cases along the side, placed the wrapped boxes lower, and made a narrow pocket for the vial where it would not break against harder edges.

Maeril watched with increasing resentment.

“You have done this before.”

“I pack bandages.”

“That is not the same.”

“Both need to be found before someone bleeds.”

She opened her mouth.

Closed it.

Pointed at him. “Annoyingly fair.”

He returned the pack to her.

It stood.

Barely.

Maeril touched it with one finger as if testing whether it had become a trap.

“I hate that you improved it.”

“I can make it worse again.”

“No. I need the room.”

“For more books?”

“For necessary work.”

He glanced at the pile still on the floor.

Maeril followed his gaze.

“That,” she said, “is the problem. Wizardry is not an elegant calling, whatever towers and portraits would like everyone to believe. It is ink, paper, copying fees, powdered things in packets, glass things that break, books that become vital only after you leave them behind, and people saying, ‘Maeril, can you please solve this impossible magical nonsense before supper?’”

Ṛṣi’s expression stayed solemn.

“Can you?”

“Usually. That is why I suffer.”

He almost smiled.

She saw it and brightened in victory.

“What I need,” she said, leaning closer, “is a bag that cheats.”

“A bag that cheats.”

“Yes. Space is a tyrant. Some bags have learned civil disobedience.”

He looked at the pack again.

Maeril warmed to the subject immediately. “A bag of holding is the common dream. Big inside, small outside, very useful until someone uses it badly and makes reality angry.”

“That happens?”

“It can. Reality is touchy.”

“I see.”

“But a proper haversack—” She lifted one finger, as if invoking a saint. “That is the civilized version. Compartments. Order. Your hand finds what you need. You do not spend ten minutes digging through socks and dried mushrooms while something with teeth expresses an opinion.”

Ṛṣi looked at the stack of books.

“And you want one.”

“I want several. I would settle for one. I would name it.”

“You would name the bag.”

“If the bag saved my back, yes. I would honor it properly.”

He considered the phrase carefully. “How expensive is properly honored space?”

Maeril made a face.

“Very.”

“How very?”

“‘Please negotiate with the laws of distance on behalf of this shoulder strap’ very.”

“That sounds coin-intensive.”

“My entire path is coin-intensive.” She tapped the nearest book. “Spells cost ink. Ink costs coin. Paper costs coin. Copying costs coin. Components cost coin. The people who sell components know this and have chosen evil.”

Ṛṣi looked down at his own travel bundle.

It was small.

Too small, Maeril clearly thought. Suspiciously small. Morally offensive in its simplicity.

“What?” he asked.

“You own a staff, a spare shirt, and the ability to look meaningful in rain.”

“I also have sandals.”

“Luxury.”

“My robes were given to me.”

“Of course they were.”

“And food is often given where I serve.”

Maeril leaned back, eyes narrowing. “So let me understand this. You became powerful through breath, suffering, discipline, soup, donated cloth, and being impossible.”

“That is incomplete.”

“Is it inaccurate?”

He thought about it.

“No.”

She threw both hands toward the ceiling. “Meanwhile I need ink that costs more than a mule because if I write the wrong curve in the wrong place, the spell sulks and refuses to live.”

“The spell sulks?”

“Some do. Abjuration is well-mannered. Illusion is smug. Conjuration cannot be trusted near furniture.”

Ṛṣi nodded slowly.

“I have been ignorant of many things.”

“Yes,” she said. “But you are pretty when you learn.”

He blinked.

Then looked down at his bread.

Maeril grinned, satisfied, and returned to wrestling the last book into place.

It still did not fit.

She stared at it.

The book stared back with the blank patience of a thing that knew it was necessary.

Ṛṣi said, “We will need coin.”

“Yes.”

“For food. Lodging. Road costs.”

“Yes.”

“For ink.”

“Tragically.”

“For a bag that cheats.”

“One day,” she said, pointing at him. “Do not mock the holy dream.”

“I was not mocking it.”

“You were thinking calmly near it. Same offense.”

He picked up the last book and turned it sideways.

Maeril watched.

He slid it into the narrow space between two scroll cases.

The pack accepted it.

She stared at the result, then at him.

“I dislike how useful you are.”

“I can stop.”

“Absolutely not.”

She pulled the straps tight with a grunt, tied one extra cord around the middle, then sat back, breathing as if she had defeated a minor demon.

The pack stood beside the table.

Bulging.

Unhappy.

Victorious.

Maeril took another drink of ale.

Ṛṣi looked at the pack, then at his own small bundle.

After a moment, he reached over and shifted one of her side straps so the weight would sit higher on her back.

She watched his hand, then looked away before the moment could become too soft.

“The road is going to complain,” he said.

“Then it can join the line.”

He smiled into his cup.

Not almost, this time.

Just enough.

Maeril saw.

She pretended not to, which was one of her kinder habits.





A Road That Pays

By the time Maeril won the argument with her pack, breakfast had cooled.

She ate anyway, because victory required fuel.

Ṛṣi watched her take one very deliberate bite of bread, then another, as if the bread had opposed her and was now being punished.

“You are very severe with breakfast,” he said.

“Breakfast saw what happened to the pack and chose a side.”

“I see.”

“You do not. You own sandals and a conscience.”

“Four moral principles,” he reminded her.

“Five, if we count correcting me as a flaw.”

He lowered his eyes to his cup. “Then four.”

That made her smile despite herself.

For a few minutes, they ate in companionable quiet. The room around them moved through its morning work: bowls taken away, benches scraped, a merchant arguing softly over a bill near the hearth. Beregost had the practical sound of a town deciding whether the day would be profitable.

Maeril glanced toward the packs again.

Her smile thinned.

“Coin,” she said.

Ṛṣi followed her gaze. “Yes.”

“I dislike that answer.”

“It was not an answer.”

“It will become one. Coin always does. It waits in corners, smug and necessary.”

He considered this. “Roads require it.”

“Roads require food, mended boots, dry places to sleep, ink, paper, components, tolls, bribes if one is unlucky, replacement straps, and at least one impossible bag that has not yet entered my life despite my obvious moral worth.”

“Your moral worth is not in question.”

“Tell that to the bag.”

He set his cup down.

“We will need work.”

Maeril sighed as if he had named a contagious disease.

“Yes. Paid work. Real paid work. Not ‘here is a bowl of soup because you mended my cousin’ work. Not ‘thank you, Green Witch, the children have stopped stealing turnips for three hours’ work. Coin.”

Ṛṣi’s brow furrowed. “I can still offer healing.”

“And you will, because your hands start helping before your head has been consulted.” She pointed a crust of bread at him. “But we cannot build a road on gratitude and bandages.”

“No.”

“Copying spellwork could pay, if anyone here has anything worth copying and if I trust them not to hand me a cursed laundry list and call it a scroll.”

“Warding?”

“For shops, maybe. Doors. Lockboxes. But that keeps us here.”

“Guard work.”

“That moves.”

“Escort work.”

“That pays if the merchant is frightened enough.”

“Caravans,” Ṛṣi said.

Maeril stopped with the crust still raised.

Outside, wagon wheels clattered over stone.

Beregost answered him before she did.

A drover shouted somewhere down the street. Harness bells rang. A mule brayed with the particular despair of a creature who had met humans and found them disappointing. From the open window came the smell of hay, leather, damp canvas, and the road gathering itself into commerce.

Maeril slowly lowered the bread.

“Well,” she said. “That was offensively obvious.”

“This is a caravan town.”

“Yes, thank you, Sage Warrior of Noticing the Large Wagons.”

He accepted the title with a small inclination of his head.

Her eyes narrowed. “Do not bow at me. I am armed with breakfast.”

“I will be careful.”

She leaned back, thinking now despite herself.

“A caravan going south would need guards. Maybe a healer. Maybe someone who can make bandits regret their scheduling choices. Maybe a wizard who can keep watch, read weather, mend small magical idiocies, and explain to merchants why standing under unstable rock is not a strategy.”

“That sounds useful.”

“It sounds underpaid.”

“We can ask.”

“We can ask loudly.”

He looked at her.

She smiled.

“Politely,” she amended. “With the option of loudness.”

Ṛṣi reached for his small bundle.

Maeril looked at the motion, then at him.

“Already?”

“The wagons will not wait for us to become philosophical.”

“Cruel of them.”

She stood, then immediately sat again to tighten one more strap on her pack. The pack objected in silence. She objected aloud on its behalf, then hauled it upright.

For one alarming breath, it looked as if she might disappear backward under the weight of her own education.

Ṛṣi stepped forward.

“I have it.”

“I have it,” she said.

The pack shifted.

He waited.

She held his gaze.

The pack shifted again.

“Fine,” she said. “You may rescue the arcane profession from gravity.”

He took the heaviest side-bundle and slung it over his own shoulder before she could reconsider.

Maeril stared at him.

“That is not your burden.”

“It is our road.”

The words came simply.

Too simply for her to mock at once.

She looked away first, fussing with a buckle that did not need fussing.

“Dangerous answer,” she muttered.

“I will use it carefully.”

“See that you do.”

They paid for breakfast, gathered their things, and stepped into Beregost’s morning.

The town had changed from evening’s softened edges into trade-day motion: carts at corners, mules stamping, merchants counting crates, guards checking spear straps with the bored suspicion of people hoping the road would stay dull. Southbound voices carried over the street.

Maeril adjusted the pack on her shoulders and lifted her chin toward the sound.

“Come on, monk,” she said. “Let’s go sell our alarming competence.”

Ṛṣi took up his staff.

Together, they walked toward the wagons.





Smoke and Silk





A Caravan South

The south end of Beregost had given itself over to wheels.

Wagons stood in rough lines beyond the last tight houses, canvas covers tied down, crates stacked in impatient towers, oxen stamping at the dirt as if personally offended by commerce. Drovers shouted over one another. Harness bells clinked. Somewhere, a mule screamed its opinion of civilization with the confidence of a temple bell.

Maeril stopped at the edge of it all.

“Ah,” she said. “A field full of bad decisions with axles.”

Ṛṣi looked across the wagon yard. “Efficient bad decisions.”

“You would like that part.”

“I respect work that moves.”

She gave him a sideways look. “If you start respecting the mud, I’m walking alone.”

He inclined his head slightly, accepting the warning.

They had barely taken three steps before Maeril pointed toward the center of the yard.

“There.”

A broad-shouldered man in weathered leathers stood beside a wagon with one hand on his hip and the other aimed at a cracked wheel hub. His beard was cut short, gray through the dark, and a ledger hung from his belt beside a long knife. He was not shouting loudly. That made him more dangerous. He had reached the stage of anger where every word was chosen and therefore worse.

Two guards listened with the posture of people who had already heard the speech once and expected to hear it again until the wheel apologized.

Maeril smiled.

“That one owns the problem.”

They crossed the yard.

Ṛṣi read the space as they went: guards at wagon corners, drovers with rope-burned hands, merchants counting seals, children being kept too near mothers and too far from wheels. The caravan was not one thing. It was several kinds of fear tied together with canvas, leather, and coin.

Maeril stepped into the pause after the man finished explaining, very precisely, what he thought of the wheelwright’s parentage.

“Excuse me,” she said. “You look like a man whose morning has developed enemies.”

The man turned.

His eyes moved over her first—horns, cloak, the stitched edges of wardwork, the pack that looked as if it intended to outlive them all. Then to Ṛṣi—staff, stance, wrapped hands, the stillness of a body that did not waste attention.

He did not smile.

“Darran Velkos,” he said. “Velkos Road-Trading. If you’re selling charms, blessings, prophecies, or poems about safe travel, keep walking.”

“Tragic,” Maeril said. “My safest poems are excellent.”

“We are looking for work,” Ṛṣi said.

That changed Darran’s face by a finger’s width.

“Road work?”

“Southbound,” Maeril said. “Paid. Preferably before the pack murders me.”

Darran looked at the pack again.

“It has motive.”

“It does.”

He glanced past them, as if weighing how much help could be allowed to arrive in one strange shape before it became another problem.

“Five wagons,” he said. “Beregost to Nashkel first. Then through Fang Pass if the road has not decided to kill us. Crimmor after that, if Tymora has coin on us and the mountains keep their hands to themselves.”

“Fang Pass,” Maeril said.

“You know it?”

“Only enough to dislike it.”

“Then you know more than some who sign on.” Darran jerked his chin toward the southern road. “Narrow road. Bad wind. Worse rock. Bandits when they’re hungry, monsters when they’re bored, and merchants complaining in every weather. Two blades backed out this morning after hearing the word ‘Fangs’ spoken near breakfast.”

“Cowards?” Maeril asked.

“Practical people with families,” Darran said. “I dislike them, but I understand them.”

Ṛṣi looked along the wagon line. “What protection do you already have?”

Darran’s gaze sharpened, as if the question mattered more than any claim they could have made.

“Enough to get in trouble,” he said. “Not enough to enjoy it.”

He nodded toward the lead wagon.

A half-orc woman stood there with a spear resting against her shoulder. She wore plain mail, cared for well, and had the relaxed posture of someone who did not confuse relaxed with unready. One tusk was chipped. One ear had a notch through it. Her eyes had already measured Ṛṣi and Maeril twice.

“Kora,” Darran said. “My sergeant. If she tells you to duck, you duck before wondering why.”

Kora lifted two fingers without changing expression.

Darran looked down the wagon line again, and the look carried tally, worry, and irritation in equal measure.

Ṛṣi followed it: wagons, animals, lives, not enough hands Darran trusted when trouble found the road.

He turned back to Darran. “What do you need from us?”

“Someone who doesn’t panic when the road gets teeth.” Darran looked between them. “And someone who understands that wagons are not protected by standing near the prettiest crate. People first. Animals if you can. Cargo if there’s still time.”

Ṛṣi nodded once. “Lives first.”

That answer settled something.

Not trust. Not yet.

But room for it.

Maeril leaned her hip lightly against the wheel that had begun the morning’s trouble. “I can ward. Burn. Freeze. Make unpleasant people reconsider their hobbies. Read weather better than most merchants who think clouds are decorative. I can also tell you when a magical thing is about to be expensive, cursed, or both.”

Darran looked at Ṛṣi.

“I heal,” Ṛṣi said. “I can fight. I can scout if needed. I am difficult to move when I choose not to be moved.”

Maeril made a soft sound. “Severe understatement. He once made a door feel inadequate.”

Darran’s mouth twitched despite himself.

“And you?” Maeril asked. “What kind of employer are we about to regret?”

“The kind who pays if you do the work.” He drew the ledger from his belt, opened it with his thumb, and scanned a page that had clearly already survived arguments. “Food on the road. Bed when an inn has one. Hay when it doesn’t. Flat pay, no cargo percentage.”

“Number,” Maeril said.

Darran looked up.

She smiled pleasantly.

He gave the smile no trust at all. “Two hundred gold each. More if the road becomes unreasonably hostile and you keep it from eating us.”

Maeril blinked once.

Ṛṣi looked at her. “That buys ink.”

“That buys a rude amount of ink,” she said. “Still not enough to make space civilized.”

“Few things are.”

“Do not comfort me badly.”

Darran closed the ledger. “Interested?”

Maeril held up a finger. “One more question. What is in the wagons that will make people foolish?”

“Copper ingots. Worked tools. Cloth. Lamp oil.” He pointed down the line. “And people.”

Ṛṣi’s attention moved to the last wagon.

A woman in a travel cloak was tightening one child’s scarf with more force than the scarf deserved. An older relative sat near the step, glaring at the yard as if undercharging for danger were a personal insult. The younger child clutched a small wooden horse in one hand and watched a nearby ox with deep suspicion, while the older one stood close enough to pretend not to be frightened.

Maeril’s expression changed by very little.

Enough that Ṛṣi saw it.

“Passengers?” she asked.

“Family heading south,” Darran said. “They had reasons to leave before the weather turned kind. The road did not ask whether those reasons were convenient.”

“And they are yours while they ride,” Ṛṣi said.

Darran nodded. “If they are on my wagons, they are my responsibility. Crates complain less, but I protect both.”

Kora, from the lead wagon, called without raising her voice, “Crates usually run slower.”

Darran did not look back. “And argue less.”

“Only because you don’t listen properly,” Maeril said.

For the first time, Kora’s mouth moved almost enough to be a smile.

Maeril looked at Ṛṣi.

He looked back.

There it was.

Not just coin. Not just road. Not just south.

People.

A woman with a child’s scarf. An old relative with a face like unpaid debt. Drovers pretending fear was irritation. Guards who would become names only if the road forced them to. A caravan master counting lives under the shape of cargo because that was the only way to keep all of it moving.

Their private road had acquired witnesses.

And weight.

Ṛṣi inclined his head to Darran. “Then we will travel with you.”

Maeril offered her hand before Darran could answer. “Two more guards, then. One monk who is very difficult to drop off mountains, and one wizard currently at war with storage.”

“Does the storage fight back?” Darran asked, clasping her forearm.

“Constantly.”

“Good. You’ll be used to the road.”

He clasped Ṛṣi’s forearm next. His grip was firm, scarred, and practical. Not a test exactly. Or not only one.

“Be here before dawn,” Darran said. “Kora sets watch order. If she dislikes you, survive until Nashkel and she may reconsider.”

“I heard that,” Kora said.

“You were meant to.”

Kora looked them over again, then nodded toward the wagons. “Show up ready. I don’t wait for heroes.”

Maeril’s smile brightened. “Good. We misplaced ours.”

Ṛṣi picked up the side-bundle he had taken from her pack earlier. Maeril adjusted the remaining weight on her shoulders, then immediately pretended she had not needed to.

As they walked back through the wagon field, the noise seemed different.

Still wheels. Still mules. Still merchants, crates, mud, leather, and morning arguments.

But now some of it belonged to them.

Maeril glanced toward the southern road. “Well. We found coin.”

“We found work.”

“Same thing, if one is optimistic and underpaid.”

Ṛṣi looked back once at the wagons.

Darran had already returned to the wheel. Kora was moving down the line of guards, correcting straps, spear grips, and posture with the grim patience of a woman determined to make the road disappointed.

Tomorrow, they would all move south together.

Maeril followed his gaze and softened by the smallest degree.

“Staff and spell?” she asked.

He looked at her.

Then at the wagons.

“Yes,” he said. “For now, staff and spell.”





The Road Under the Teeth

They left Beregost before dawn.

Not heroically.

With shouting, wheels, mule-breath, lanterns swinging in the dark, and Kora standing in the road with a spear in one hand and the expression of a woman prepared to stab tardiness if it became visible.

“Move,” she said.

A drover moved.

A guard who had been tying the same strap for too long moved faster.

Maeril stood beside the second wagon, cloak drawn tight against the morning damp, watching the caravan assemble itself through irritation.

“I was promised road,” she said. “This appears to be bureaucracy with hooves.”

Ṛṣi looked at the wagons, the animals, the half-awake guards, the crates, the family huddled near the last wagon while a woman tightened one child’s scarf.

“The road begins when the hooves cooperate.”

“One day, monk, I will meet a mule with spiritual discipline. Until then, I reserve judgment.”

The mule brayed.

“Wise,” he said.

By the time the sky grayed, five wagons had rolled out from Beregost’s south end in a long, uneven line. Darran rode ahead, then back, counting without seeming to count. Kora walked the line once with spear-butt tapping mud and eyes sharp enough to make slouching look dangerous.

Her guards were not soldiers in any clean sense.

Some had road mail. Some had leather. One carried a spear with a new shaft and old hands. Another had a shortbow wrapped against damp and kept checking the string as if worry could dry it. They were hired men and women, caravan blades, spare spears, weathered watchers, and two too young for the amount of swagger they had brought with them.

Kora looked at them as if she intended to turn the whole rough collection into something useful by force of disgust.

Maeril approved.

The caravan found motion slowly.

Wheels creaked. Harness chains clicked. Canvas covers snapped when the wind touched them. Behind them, Beregost shrank to roofs, smoke, and then a low smudge of town swallowed by morning mist.

The road did not care that they had chosen it.

It set its own pace.

Too slow for adventure.

Too exposed for comfort.

Ṛṣi walked near the middle wagons through the first stretch, staff in hand, attention moving in quiet arcs: ditch, hedgerow, wheel rut, guard spacing, drover’s grip, child leaning too far from the wagon step to see the road ahead.

Caravan work was not walking.

Walking belonged to the body. Breath, stride, staff, ground.

Caravan work belonged to everything that could break.

A wheel. A strap. An animal’s nerve. A guard’s patience. A child’s balance. The space between one wagon and the next.

Maeril moved differently beside it.

She looked at the sky more than the road. Then at the birds. Then at the way water sat in the low places. Her eyes narrowed when the wind shifted over the fields ahead.

At midmorning, she stopped.

Not fully.

Just enough that Ṛṣi noticed the pause before anyone else did.

Her hand lifted, palm slightly open.

The little charm at her wrist gave one soft click.

Something unfolded from nowhere above her shoulder.

The hawk was not flesh.

Not quite.

Its shape remembered feathers more than it possessed them. Pale light ran along its wings in thin lines, and for one heartbeat its body seemed full of stars seen through smoke-blue glass. Then it sharpened, perched on Maeril’s raised forearm, and turned its spectral head toward the road ahead.

One of the younger guards muttered, “Gods.”

Maeril glanced at him. “Usually, yes, but in this case I did most of the work.”

The hawk launched.

No wingbeat stirred the air.

It rose over the caravan, over the hedgerow, over the road’s slow bend south. The younger child near the last wagon stared open-mouthed until his mother tugged him back from the wheel.

Maeril’s face changed.

Not much.

Enough.

Her humor went quieter. Her eyes remained open, but something in her attention had gone with the hawk. Ṛṣi had seen her read books that way, read wards that way, read a fevered child’s room that way: present, but extended beyond the place where her body stood.

Kora saw it too.

“Hold the line,” she called.

A guard near the third wagon frowned. “For a bird?”

Kora’s spear-butt hit the mud once.

“For the witch.”

The guard shut his mouth.

Maeril did not smile, but one corner of her mouth considered it.

The hawk circled far ahead, a pale fleck against the dull sky. Maeril turned slowly, following something no one else could see. Her tail shifted under her cloak for balance. One hand moved as if feeling the road through air.

“Darran,” she called.

The caravan master turned in his saddle.

“Third wagon’s cover needs a second line on the rear left. The wind is coming down wrong. It will pool rain before noon.”

The merchant beside that wagon looked up at the canvas. “It’s tied well enough.”

Kora did not look at him.

She looked at the nearest guard.

“Tie it again.”

The guard moved.

The merchant began, “I said—”

Kora turned her head.

He stopped.

Maeril’s gaze stayed south. “Also, the road dips after the next rise. Keep the left wheels high. The right rut is holding water under the skin.”

One of the young guards laughed under his breath. “Under the skin?”

Kora stepped close enough that he remembered his height was not an argument.

“If she says the road has skin, you keep your wheels off its bones.”

The guard swallowed. “Yes, Kora.”

“Learning is beautiful,” Maeril said, her small grin making a poor effort at modesty.

Her expression softened by one breath, then sharpened again as the hawk wheeled high over the road.

The rain came less than an hour later.

Not hard.

Worse than hard.

Thin, slanting, persistent, finding collars, cuffs, seams, and every foolish place a traveler had believed cloth would be enough. The retied canvas sagged, caught, then held. Water ran off the rear instead of pooling.

The merchant who had objected looked at it for a long while.

Maeril passed him without comment.

That was how Ṛṣi knew she was being merciful.

At the rise, the right rut looked no different until the lead wagon avoided it.

Then the second.

Then the third.

The fourth wagon’s driver drifted too close, and the road gave with a wet suck where the wheel would have gone. Mud opened dark beneath a skin of gravel and standing water.

The driver swore and hauled left.

The wagon stayed free.

Kora looked down the line. “Next person who laughs at the witch walks ahead with a probe stick.”

No one laughed at the witch.

Maeril watched the bad rut slide past the wheels and let out a slow breath.

“Probe stick,” she said quietly. “I like her.”

“You like competence,” Ṛṣi said.

“I like competence that threatens people into survival.”

The hawk returned near midday, descending through rain that did not wet it. It folded itself into Maeril’s shadow with a last pale flicker and was gone.

She looked briefly emptier without it.

Then she rolled one shoulder and kept walking.

The land rose as the day wore on.

Fields gave way to rougher ground. Stone began to show through the road. Water ran faster beside the ruts, cutting small channels through mud and leaf-rot. The wind changed its taste. Less farm smoke. More wet rock. The Cloud Peaks waited ahead, not yet close enough to dominate the sky, but near enough to teach the weather new habits.

The caravan quieted as the land rose toward them.

Complaints became shorter. Guards watched the ridges more often. The animals pulled with heads low. Darran rode back to the family wagon twice, once to check a wheel, once to speak with the woman whose child had been staring at the hawk all morning.

Ṛṣi watched him crouch beside the older relative near the wagon step, listen, nod, then rise with the expression of a man adding one more worry to a ledger already full.

Not cargo.

Lives.

The younger child had fallen asleep against a bundled cloak, mouth open, one hand still tangled in the scarf his mother had tied too tightly at dawn. Beside him, a little wooden cup rolled back and forth with the wagon’s motion until his grandmother trapped it with her foot and glared at it for misbehaving.

Maeril followed Ṛṣi’s gaze.

“The road has charm,” she said.

He looked at the child. The wet canvas. The guards trying to pretend they were not cold. Kora correcting spear positions with the patience of a thunderstorm. Darran counting wheels and people and weather all at once.

“It has people,” Ṛṣi said.

Maeril was quiet for a moment.

Rain gathered at the edge of her hood and fell.

“Yes,” she said. “That is usually where charm becomes expensive.”

By evening, they halted in a shallow hollow where wind-bent trees broke the worst of the weather. Fires took badly. Supper steamed just enough to be called hot by those willing to lie for comfort. Kora set the watches before anyone could pretend tiredness was an argument.

One of the young guards checked the sky, then looked at Maeril.

“Will it worsen?”

Maeril glanced up.

Then at the soil under his boots.

Then at the line of cloud snagged against the darkening teeth of the Peaks.

“Yes,” she said. “But not tonight.”

He nodded as if she had told him something official.

Kora saw.

Said nothing.

Did not need to.

Ṛṣi sat on a fallen log near Maeril while the caravan settled around them: animals shifting, guards muttering, the family wrapping themselves tighter under canvas, Darran speaking low with Kora near the lead wagon.

The road south had not freed them from duty.

It had put duty on wheels and asked them to keep pace.

Maeril held both hands around her cup and looked toward the mountains.

“Well,” she said. “We chose the road.”

Ṛṣi followed her gaze.

Fang Pass was only a darker shape against the rain.

“Yes.”

“Next time we choose something, remind me to ask whether it has weather.”

He almost smiled.

“I will write it down.”

“Good. In large letters. For monks.”

The fire hissed between them.

Beyond the hollow, the road continued south under stone, rain, and whatever waited where the mountains narrowed.





Giants Above Nashkel

By the second day, Kora had stopped asking Maeril whether the weather would turn and started asking when.

The caravan learned after that.

Not eagerly. Not gracefully. But the road kept proving Maeril right in small, useful ways. She sent the spectral hawk high when the land opened, read the clouds when the hawk vanished into them, and matched what it saw from above with what mud, grass, birds, and wind told her below. She called turns before the rain reached them. She shifted wagons away from ruts that looked solid until they opened black under passing wheels. She had them cross one narrow cut one wagon at a time, animals walked instead of driven, while Kora stared down the first guard foolish enough to complain.

By the third evening, Darran rode back to Maeril before choosing a halt, the old woman in the family wagon asked her about weather before distance, and Kora was giving orders while Maeril was still pointing.

The caravan learned.

Slowly.

Grudgingly.

Enough.

Under that learning, the land climbed. Fields loosened into rougher ground. Stone rose through the road. The rain thinned, then returned colder. The Cloud Peaks grew from distant darkness into shoulders of rock and cloud that held the southern sky down with both hands.

Nashkel received them with too many wagons standing still.

Darran saw it before the lead team crossed fully into town. His face changed the way a ledger changed when a number stopped balancing.

Caravans waited near the square, in the inn yard, along the warehouse road, tucked against walls where no moving caravan should be. Oxen stood unharnessed under damp canvas. Guards lingered in knots, not resting, not working. Drovers argued over nothing because nothing was safer than the thing they all wanted to argue about.

The family wagon went quiet.

Even the children stopped looking for the hawk.

Maeril came to stand beside Ṛṣi near the second wagon.

“This is not delay,” she said.

“No.”

“This is fear that learned to park.”

A local guard met Darran near the inn yard. He had rain in his beard, a dented helm under one arm, and the exhausted expression of a man who had repeated the same bad news until words had lost their shape.

“No one through the upper road,” he said before Darran could ask. “Not today. Not tomorrow unless someone changes the mountain’s mind.”

Darran did not dismount. “Rocks?”

“Rocks. Screeching in the high gullies. Two giants seen clear enough to stop arguing about shadows.”

The nearest drover spat into the mud.

“One had a tree,” the guard added.

Maeril’s brows lifted. “A tree.”

“Trunk. Branches stripped. Carried it like a club.”

“Subtle.”

“Wasn’t trying to be.”

Ṛṣi looked toward the road rising beyond town, where cloud pressed low over the pass-country.

“Giants,” he said, weighing the word.

The word still made the nearest waiting merchants shift.

The guard nodded. “Two. Maybe more if fear is counting. Kobolds heard near the rocks. Little devils screech at night and scatter when patrols get too close. Wagons hit from above. One team crushed. One driver lived long enough to wish he hadn’t seen it.”

Rumors arrived behind him as if they had been waiting for permission.

Old Iron Throne trouble. Mountain curses. Bandits paying monsters. Black Network insurance. Mine spirits. Angry gods. A ghost with a hammer, according to one man whose confidence deserved no support.

Darran listened to all of it for less than a minute.

Then he held up one hand.

“Rumors don’t crush axles,” he said. “Giants do.”

The guard looked relieved to hear someone choose the solid danger.

Darran turned toward Kora. “Wagons stay.”

“They were staying whether you said it or not.”

“Good.”

He turned next to Maeril.

Not after Ṛṣi. Not after asking the local men again.

Maeril first.

“What can you tell me that they can’t?”

Maeril looked briefly at Kora.

Kora’s face did not change, but she lifted her chin a fraction.

There.

Work.

Maeril drew in one slow breath.

“I can tell you after I look.”

The local guard frowned. “You want to go up there?”

“No. I have an uncommon fondness for my skull.” She tapped her temple once. “I want a room. Quiet. One door. A table if the gods are feeling literate. Basin if not. Nobody interrupts me unless the inn catches fire, and even then I expect judgment.”

Darran looked at the guard.

The guard looked at Kora.

Kora said, “Find the room.”

He found the room.

It was a storage space behind the inn, narrow, windowless, and smelling of sacks, old apples, and damp wood. Good enough. A bad place for dinner. A fine place for leaving one’s sight somewhere else.

Maeril set her spellbook on an upturned crate.

Ṛṣi closed the door behind them.

The latch sounded louder than it should have.

Outside, Nashkel’s noise became muffled: wheels, voices, animals, fear changing hands. Inside, Maeril arranged herself with quick precision. Book. Chalk. Basin. A line on the floor that was not quite a circle. Two small marks near the door. One near the crate. Her fingers moved fast, but not carelessly.

Ṛṣi stood where he could see the door.

And her.

She noticed.

“Do not hover.”

“I am guarding.”

“You guard like a moral weather system.”

“I can stand elsewhere.”

“No.” She did not look up from the chalk. “Stand there.”

So he did.

The spell began without drama.

That made it stranger.

No burst of light. No theatrical sound. Maeril set both hands near the basin, breathed once, and let the room lose part of her.

Her eyes remained open.

They did not see him.

Her body held still with the effort of someone walking a narrow ledge far away. A finger twitched once against the crate. Her mouth tightened. Then eased. Her breath slowed, then caught, then returned thinner than before.

Ṛṣi had seen her magic often enough by now: unseen hands, quiet lights, murmured words over ink, locks, stains, pages, and the stubborn little inconveniences of living. He had seen her read magic from stone and thread. He had seen her hold a man still in the middle of violence with one hard word.

This was different.

This was absence made disciplined.

She had sent her sight where her body could not go, and now her body sat in a storage room under his protection, breathing because she trusted the door to remain closed and trusted him to keep the world from reaching her before she returned.

The thought tightened something in his chest.

A step sounded outside.

Ṛṣi’s hand shifted on the staff.

The step passed.

Maeril’s fingers curled.

Not fear.

Attention.

Somewhere far from the room, she had found something.

He wanted to ask.

He did not.

The room held.

A cart rattled outside. A man cursed. Somewhere in the inn, someone laughed too loudly and stopped too quickly. The basin water trembled though nothing touched it.

Maeril inhaled sharply.

Her eyes focused.

She was back all at once and not entirely back for a breath after that. Her gaze found the room piece by piece: basin, crate, chalk, door, him.

Ṛṣi waited until she saw him.

Then he asked, “What did you see?”

She licked dry lips.

“Enough.”

That was not reassuring.

“Two giants,” she said. “One with a stripped tree trunk. The locals were not exaggerating that part, which is disappointing because I had hopes for metaphor.”

He stayed silent.

“Kobolds in the rock. Prepared stones above the bend. A camp tucked behind the ridge.” She reached for the map they had brought and touched the blank space where the pass narrowed. “And enough wrongness in the goods and tools to say someone made giants into a road problem.”

“Organized.”

“Yes. Not elegantly. But enough to kill wagons.”

“Did anything see you?”

Her expression flickered.

“No. But something might have noticed the shape of looking if I had stayed longer.”

Ṛṣi did not like that.

Maeril saw it.

“Which is why I did not stay longer. See? Wisdom. Growth. Very irritating.”

He opened the door.

Darran, Kora, and the local guard were already waiting in the larger room beyond, bent over a table where two bad maps and one worse sketch had been weighted under mugs.

Kora looked up first.

Maeril entered with the expression of a woman bringing unwelcome clarity and no apologies.

“The locals are right,” she said. “The pass is held. Two giants, kobolds near the stone, prepared rocks above the bend, and enough organization that this is not wandering hunger.”

Darran absorbed that without flinching.

“What do you need?”

Maeril looked at Kora.

“People who can obey quickly.”

Kora smiled then.

Not nicely.

“I have people who can learn.”

Darran tapped the map. “Can the wagons move?”

“No,” Maeril and Ṛṣi said together.

Darran looked between them.

Ṛṣi touched the narrow pass on the sketch. “Not while the stones remain above the road.”

Kora leaned over the table. “So stones first.”

“Stones first,” Ṛṣi said. “Then giants.”

Maeril added, “Preferably before the giants notice how attached everyone is to breathing.”

The local guard rubbed his face. “You’re talking about going up there.”

“We are talking,” Maeril said, “about not sending wagons underneath murder-rocks and hoping optimism has structural value.”

Kora pointed with two fingers. “Wagons stay. Guards go light. Spears, swords, shortbows. No one comes who can’t shut up, climb, and be afraid without becoming useless.”

The guard looked offended on behalf of several people not in the room.

Darran did not.

“Kora chooses,” he said.

“I was going to.”

Maeril glanced toward Ṛṣi. “Where does he go?”

Kora looked him over: robe, sandals, staff, calm hands, no armor worth naming.

“Somewhere he doesn’t get squashed before he can poke something useful with that stick.”

Ṛṣi inclined his head.

Maeril made a small sound.

Kora narrowed her eyes. “Problem?”

“No,” Maeril said, with heroic restraint. “Please continue.”

Ṛṣi looked at the table.

Darran looked briefly confused and then decided, wisely, that the matter was not his road.

The shape of the plan came fast because there was not enough room for cleverness.

Wagons stayed in Nashkel. Darran stayed with them and the family and the cargo. Kora took a small band of guards who could move without sounding like dropped kettles. Maeril handled the timing of stone, weather, and field magic. Ṛṣi went where the first harm had to be stopped by a body.

No one called it safe.

That helped.

Kora straightened. “Before dawn.”

Maeril closed her eyes.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Dawn and I have never reached a lasting agreement.”

“Dawn doesn’t negotiate.”

Maeril opened one eye. “That explains much.”

Kora picked up her spear. “Sleep if you can. Complain if you must. Move when I say.”

“See?” Maeril said to Ṛṣi. “This is why I like her.”

Outside, the wind pressed cold against the inn walls.

Beyond Nashkel, the pass waited under cloud, stone, and two giants who had not yet learned that the road had begun answering back.





Stone and Fire

Maeril woke before dawn with murder in her eyes and no one deserving it yet.

Ṛṣi was already awake.

Of course he was already awake. He sat near the cold hearth of the room Darran had found for them, staff across his knees, hands resting lightly on the wood, breath quiet enough to offend her. His sandals were tied. His pack was closed. His face had the calm of a man who had met fear before sunrise and invited it to sit properly.

Maeril pushed hair from her face and glared at him from the bedroll.

“Tell me you have a plan,” she muttered. “Because I spent half the night imagining how many ways those rocks could kill us, and it was not restful.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“I have several ways to not die.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“It is related.”

“Barely.” She sat up, found one boot, then the other, and held them as if they had personally betrayed sleep. “Tea first. Then we convince everyone else we are not insane.”

“That may be difficult.”

“Then we start with tea. Tea has lower standards.”

Outside, Nashkel was still more shadow than town.

Lanterns burned low near the wagons. Breath smoked from animals, guards, and anyone foolish enough to speak. Darran stood by the family wagon with one hand on the sideboard, listening to the woman from the passenger wagon while the younger child slept under a pile of cloaks and the old grandmother watched everyone with suspicion enough for three caravans.

He looked up when Ṛṣi and Maeril approached.

Not at their faces first.

At the wagons. The family. The guards Kora had already dragged into usefulness. The road north, if this failed. The road south, if it did not.

“I stay,” he said before either of them asked.

Ṛṣi nodded.

Darran’s mouth tightened. “If you don’t come back, I still have to get them away.”

That was the whole of it.

No speech. No apology. No cowardice.

Just responsibility standing where glory could not.

Kora had the guards in a line beside the yard wall.

They looked worse in the hour before dawn. Everyone did. Spear shafts slick with mist. Shortbow strings checked and checked again. Sword belts tightened too high or too low until Kora corrected them with short, irritated gestures. One guard had brought too much bravery in his shoulders; Kora removed most of it with a look.

“Noise kills,” she said.

The guards became quieter.

“Panic kills faster.”

They became stiller.

“Heroics kill everyone near you.”

Maeril leaned toward Ṛṣi. “She is stealing all my best theology.”

Kora heard her.

“Then teach it louder next time.”

Maeril smiled despite the cold.

The strike left while most of Nashkel still pretended to sleep.

Kora went first, spear in hand, longsword at her hip. Her guards followed in a rough file that was not graceful and did not need to be. Ṛṣi walked near the middle until the road began to rise. Maeril kept close enough to touch his sleeve and far enough to pretend she was not measuring every foot of ground between him and the dark ridges above.

They knew where to go.

That helped.

It did not make the way kind.

Stone replaced mud by degrees. Scrub caught at cloak hems. Cold air came down from the pass in small, mean breaths. Somewhere above, a kobold screeched once and was answered by another farther off, thin and ugly in the gray before morning.

Kora lifted a fist.

The line stopped.

No one spoke.

The pass lay ahead in pieces: the empty road below, the ridge above it, the hidden camp behind stone and smoke. The prepared rocks waited where Maeril had said they would. The wagons were not beneath them.

That was the first mercy of the morning.

Maeril turned to Ṛṣi.

“Only you,” she said.

He nodded.

She caught his sleeve before he stepped away.

“If the stones start arguing with you, let them win and come back.”

“I will avoid debate.”

“That was not a joke.”

“I know.”

Her fingers tightened once.

Then she let go and shaped the spell.

It folded over him without ceremony. His edges softened. Robe, staff, hands, face — all of him became difficult, then absent. The last thing to vanish was the red cord at his wrist.

Maeril hated that most.

The empty place where he had stood moved.

Kora’s eyes tracked nothing for a breath, then stopped trying.

“Useful,” she said.

“Occasionally,” Maeril answered.

She did not look away from the ridge.

The waiting became worse because it had no shape.

Only sounds. A loose pebble somewhere above. A guard breathing too loudly until Kora’s head turned. Canvas creaking in the camp. A giant shifting its weight beyond the rock shoulder with a sound like a hill reconsidering itself.

Then stone scraped where no one could be seen.

Maeril’s breath stopped.

Ṛṣi had reached the trap.

Another scrape. A harder one. Wood cracked somewhere above the road, the sound small and sharp beneath the mountain’s weight.

Then the held stones remembered gravity.

The first boulder moved with a low groan.

The second struck it.

The ridge gave way.

Stone thundered down into the empty road.

The sound filled the pass so completely that Maeril felt it in her ribs. A slab hit the bend and split. Smaller rocks leapt outward, smashed scrub flat, cracked against the road, and plunged into the ravine below. Dust burst upward in a gray wall. The place where a lead wagon would have stood disappeared beneath broken weight.

A guard behind Kora swore softly.

No one corrected him.

Some truths deserved profanity.

The camp woke badly.

Kobolds shrieked. Something metal toppled. A giant roared from behind the ridge, not in pain yet, only outrage. Another voice answered it, deeper and nearer to the campfire. The stripped tree trunk swung into sight for half a breath through dust, then vanished again.

Kora held up one hand.

Not yet.

Maeril was already looking.

Not at the giants.

At what the giants had not understood they owned.

Dust shifted. Smoke tore sideways. For one clean heartbeat, the camp opened through the mess: a stack of casks under a hide covering, sacks piled near them, jars, oil-dark wood, all of it arranged too neatly for hungry brutes and too foolishly close to flame.

Lamp oil.

Smokepowder.

Pitch, maybe.

Enough.

Maeril’s fear became a line.

Her hand rose.

Kora saw her move and lowered her own hand halfway, ready.

The spell left Maeril like a thrown sun.

It crossed the broken air in a hard bright arc and struck the stacked supplies.

The camp opened.

Fire did not spread at first.

It arrived.

A red-gold bloom punched through the hide cover, swallowed the casks, and rolled outward in heat and noise. Oil burst along the ground in running sheets. Powder flashed white at the heart of it. Pitch caught and spat sparks into the smoke. A kobold vanished behind flame and came out shrieking, then disappeared under the foot of a giant that had staggered the wrong way.

The larger giant with the tree trunk lurched sideways, one arm thrown over its face. Fire ran up the stripped wood and died in wet bark, leaving smoke and blackened scars. The lesser giant stumbled through a collapsed shelter, roaring at nothing it could name.

Maeril’s arm remained outstretched.

For one heartbeat, no one moved.

Then Kora said, “Now.”

The guards went.

Not beautifully.

One slipped on loose grit and caught himself with his spear. Another loosed too early, arrow vanishing into smoke. A third had to be shoved forward by the guard behind him because fear had taken hold of his knees. But they moved. Spears lowered. Shortbows raised. Swords stayed sheathed because nothing that large had yet come close enough for swords to be anything but optimism.

Kora drove them in like wedges.

“Left! Keep spread! Don’t bunch where it can step on all of you at once!”

The camp answered them with chaos.

Kobolds scattered through smoke, some burned, some blind with panic, some running directly toward danger because small frightened things did not always choose wisely. One rushed the guards with a knife too big for its hand and was knocked aside by a spear haft. Another darted beneath a giant’s swinging arm and was crushed when the creature stumbled back from the fire.

No one had time to care.

The lesser giant came through the smoke first.

It was not clever.

It did not need to be.

Its hand swept through a burning frame and sent timber spinning toward the guard line. Two guards threw themselves down. One did not get low fast enough; the wood clipped his shoulder and hurled him into the dirt.

Kora was there before panic could spread.

“Up if you can! Breathe if you can’t!”

The guard groaned.

Alive.

Good enough for now.

The larger giant turned toward the movement.

The tree trunk lifted.

Maeril saw the angle before the guards did.

If it swung cleanly, it would break the line in one blow. Not because they were foolish. Not because Kora had placed them badly. Because there were things in the world too large for courage to answer alone.

Maeril stepped forward.

Smoke burned her throat. Her eyes watered. Firelight shook across the broken camp.

She reached for beauty and made it cruel.

Color unfolded through the smoke.

Not flame. Not light as a lantern understood light. Impossible ribbons bent in the air, bright geometry opening where fear should have left no room for anything delicate. Sparks caught inside it and became stars. Ash curved around it as if remembering a dance. It was too lovely for the pass, too ordered for the burning camp, too gentle-looking for the violence it carried.

The larger giant looked.

So did three guards.

“Eyes down!” Kora snapped.

The guards jerked their gazes away as if burned.

The giant did not.

Its tree trunk sagged by a handspan. Its mouth hung half-open. Fire crackled across the camp. Kobolds shrieked underfoot. Kora’s guards breathed, stumbled, shifted, found space that had not existed one heartbeat earlier.

Maeril held the pattern with both hands now, fingers spread, jaw tight.

The spell did not stop the world.

It gave the world seconds.

Kora took them.

“Move! Around it! Spears low! Make room, damn you!”

The guards obeyed because the alternative had just raised a tree over their heads.

The lesser giant bellowed, still free, still dangerous, turning toward the movement with both hands reaching for anything small enough to smash. Fire and smoke clung to its legs. A kobold ran between its feet and vanished when it tripped.

Maeril’s arms trembled.

Not much.

Enough.

The larger giant stared into impossible light.

The guards moved.

The camp burned.

The boulder trap lay spent in the empty road below.

For one fragile breath, Maeril had made the battlefield survivable.

Then she looked for Ṛṣi.

He should have been clear of the trap by now.

He should have come out of the smoke.

He should have been somewhere she could find him.

There was only fire.

Only dust.

Only the lesser giant turning, and the smoke where Ṛṣi should have been.





Staff and Shadow

Then the smoke grew cold.

Not everywhere.

Only where Ṛṣi should have been.

Maeril felt it before she understood it. The fire still burned. Heat still pushed against her face. The luminous pattern still trembled between her hands, holding the larger giant’s gaze in impossible color. But beneath the roar and crackle and kobold screeching, something cold opened like a door in the wrong season.

One of Kora’s guards faltered.

“Hold!” Kora snapped.

The guard tried.

The lesser giant turned toward the line, one hand sweeping through smoke, searching for small bodies to break. Its foot came down on a burning frame and crushed it flat. Sparks spat outward. A kobold ran screaming from the flames and vanished under the giant’s heel with a sound too small for the size of the thing that made it.

Maeril’s fingers tightened.

The pattern held the larger giant.

Barely.

She looked again into the smoke.

“Rish,” she whispered.

Something moved there.

Not a body at first.

A pressure.

The smoke did not part.

It seemed to recoil.

The guards felt it next. They did not know what they felt; that made it worse. One lowered his spear by a handspan before remembering terror was not an order. Another stepped back and struck his heel against stone. Even Kora’s shoulders tightened, spear lowering a fraction as if her body had chosen defense before her mind gave permission.

Maeril’s heart kicked hard against her ribs.

Then Ṛṣi came out of the smoke.

He was not larger.

That almost made it worse.

He was still robed, still in sandals, still holding the staff in both hands. The red cord at his wrist still showed through ash. Blood marked one side of his face where grit had cut him. He looked like himself in all the details that should have comforted her.

Around those details, the air was wrong.

Darkness clung to him without touching him, a ragged pressure at his shoulders and back, not wing and not smoke, but something that made the eye invent both and trust neither. Firelight thinned near him. The heat of the camp pulled away as if afraid to warm his skin. Every step carried a cold that was not weather and a dread that had no voice.

He did not shout.

He did not bare his teeth.

He walked toward the lesser giant in silence.

Maeril knew him.

Of course she knew him.

Her body stepped back.

Only half a step.

Enough.

The shame arrived too late to stop the fear.

The lesser giant saw him.

It had been turning toward Kora’s guards, mouth open, one hand reaching low. Then the dark around Ṛṣi touched its attention, and the creature’s rage broke into something older and simpler. It made a sound no giant should have made. Not pain. Not anger.

Fear.

Ṛṣi struck.

Not hard enough to kill.

Not even hard enough, by itself, to cripple something so large.

The staff cracked against the giant’s wrist as it recoiled, then against the inside of its knee as it stumbled backward. The blows were precise, almost quiet under the burning camp. What mattered was not the wood.

What mattered was that the giant could not bear to let him nearer.

It backed away.

One step.

Then another.

Its heel came down in spilled oil, ash, broken tools, and wet stone. The foot slid. The giant windmilled one arm, smashed a half-burning shelter flat, and knocked two kobolds into the fire as if they had never been more than thrown rags. It tried to recover and found only more ruined ground.

Kora saw the fall before it happened.

“Down!” she barked.

Her guards dropped.

The giant’s arm swept over them with enough wind to flatten smoke. Its hip struck the ravine-side stones. Rock cracked. The creature bellowed, twisted, and drove one knee into a broken wedge of stone meant for wagons, not flesh.

The sound changed.

Bone or something near enough.

The giant folded sideways with a howl that shook ash from the air.

Ṛṣi stopped just beyond its reach.

The darkness around him deepened for one breath.

The fallen giant clawed at the ground, trying to crawl backward from him.

Kora rose first.

“Bows!”

The guards obeyed because command was easier than fear. Shortbows lifted. Spears followed where the angle was safe. Arrows struck the giant’s throat, cheek, shoulder, the soft place beneath one arm when it rolled wrong. A spear sank into the hand it used to drag itself away.

The giant did not rise.

Its fear had done what blades could not have done cleanly.

It had made all that mass stupid with survival.

Ṛṣi lowered the staff.

The cold pulled back.

Not gone.

Not forgotten.

Drawn inward, as if something inside him closed its hand around the darkness and dragged it under skin.

Firelight returned.

The guards breathed all at once, badly, like men and women who had been held underwater without knowing it. One cursed. Another laughed once, too sharply, and stopped when Kora looked at him.

Maeril’s pattern trembled.

She had not meant it to.

The giant with the tree trunk blinked.

The impossible color still hung before its eyes, but the structure had frayed where Maeril’s hands shook. The giant’s scorched face twisted. Its mouth worked. For one heartbeat, beauty still held it.

Then pain found rage.

The giant tore free.

The pattern broke in Maeril’s hands like silk ripping under a knife.

She gasped.

The giant roared and swung the stripped tree trunk through the last ribbons of light. Color shattered into smoke. Fire bent under the force of the movement. Kora’s guards scattered before they were ordered to, and for once Kora did not correct them. The tree trunk smashed through a stack of charred crates and sent burning wood tumbling down the slope.

Ṛṣi was visible now.

Only Ṛṣi.

No dreadful pressure around him. No cold deep enough to make giants fear their own bones. Just a wounded monk in a smoke-stained robe, blood on one shin, staff in his hands, standing too close to something that could turn him into memory.

The giant saw him.

Perhaps it remembered the darkness.

Perhaps it only saw the nearest enemy.

It came for him.

“Move!” Kora shouted.

Ṛṣi moved.

He avoided the first step because it came badly through broken ground. He slipped under the giant’s reaching hand and struck the wrist hard enough to turn its grip. The tree trunk swung late, smashed where he had been, and threw stone chips across his back. He staggered.

Not much.

Enough for Maeril to see.

Enough for the giant.

The next blow came lower.

Ṛṣi could have gone left if the guard behind him had not been on one knee with blood on his brow. He could have gone right if the burning frame there had not collapsed and spilled flame across the stone. He could have gone back if back had not been toward Maeril.

He did not look at any of those choices.

His body read them and found none.

The giant lifted the tree trunk with both hands.

Maeril saw the path of the blow.

She saw Ṛṣi set his feet.

“No,” she said.

The word had no power.

The staff came up.

The tree fell.

Maeril reached.

Not across distance.

Through what they had made.

Through the lines carved into the staff under lamplight. Through the warding grammar she had laid into the grain. Through dust, blood, hair, stubbornness, fear, and all the careful work behind the Emerald Door when protection had been easier to admit than love. Through every small choice that had taught the wood his hands and her magic the same answer.

Not today.

The ward ignited.

White-gold force ran along the staff and opened in a hard curve as the tree trunk struck.

It did not stop the blow.

Nothing stopped the blow.

It bent it.

The sound split the battlefield.

Ṛṣi’s arms buckled. The force drove through his wrists, elbows, shoulders, spine, knees. His teeth snapped together hard enough that blood touched his tongue. The ground under his sandals cracked. The staff shuddered, and the ward around it screamed light.

Maeril felt it too.

Not as image.

Not as spellwork at a safe distance.

As impact.

It struck through her hands, up her arms, into the hinge of her jaw, down through her ribs, into her feet against the stone. For one terrible instant she knew the weight of the giant’s blow as if her own bones had been asked to hold it.

She nearly fell.

The ward nearly failed.

Held.

Enough.

The tree trunk slid sideways along the shielded angle. The giant’s force went wrong. Down into its burned leg. Into ground already broken. Into Kora’s spear driving suddenly against the side of its knee because Kora saw weakness the way fire saw oil.

“Now!” Kora shouted.

The guards came in because they had to.

Spears first.

Low.

Ugly.

Afraid.

One spearhead struck and glanced away. Another sank shallow into the giant’s thigh. An arrow punched into its throat and vanished almost to the feathers. The giant swung one arm back and knocked a guard rolling through ash, but the line did not break this time.

Maeril pushed one hand forward and gave the battlefield the last thing she had ready.

Not fire.

Force.

A hard, invisible shove into the giant’s chest at the exact moment its bad leg tried to remember balance.

Ṛṣi moved with it.

Not cleanly.

Not beautifully.

He was already half-folded from the blow, arms shaking, breath torn. But he stepped under the sliding trunk because stopping would mean falling, and falling would mean the giant still standing above them.

The staff struck upward beneath the giant’s jaw.

A small blow, against all that mass.

The last piece.

The giant’s head snapped back. Kora drove her spear again into the failing leg. The guards pushed because there was nothing else left to do. The giant’s foot slipped on broken stone and ash. Its burned knee bent the wrong way.

It fell.

Everyone ran.

The body came down like a hill losing its argument with the world.

Stone jumped. Fire guttered. Smoke blew flat beneath the impact. The tree trunk crashed after it, bounced once, and rolled toward the guard line until Kora kicked a spear shaft under it and turned it aside by inches from someone too stunned to move.

Then the sound ended.

Not all sound.

Never all.

The camp still burned. Someone coughed until he retched. A guard groaned from the dirt. Another whispered a prayer without knowing which god had received it. Kobolds fled downslope in shrieking pieces, and none of Kora’s people cared enough to chase them.

The giant sound was gone.

Kora found her voice first.

“Living! Check the living before you admire the dead!”

That moved the guards.

Slowly.

Shaking.

Alive.

Maeril stood with one hand still lifted toward a ward no longer there.

Across the smoke, Ṛṣi lowered the staff.

His arms were trembling.

He looked smaller than he had any right to look after surviving something impossible. Soot marked his face. Blood darkened his lip. The darkness was gone, or almost gone, only a last cold thread fading from the air around him like breath leaving glass.

Maeril knew him.

Her mind knew him.

Her heart knew him.

Her body remembered the fear first.

Ṛṣi saw.

Only for a moment.

Only enough.

Then one of the guards cried out, and he turned toward the wounded with the staff still shaking in his hand.





Fear, Healing, and Ashes

The giant sound was gone.

Not all sound.

Fire still worried at broken canvas. Someone coughed hard enough to retch. A guard groaned into the dirt. Another whispered a prayer with no name attached to it. Somewhere downslope, a kobold shrieked once, far away now, and then the pass swallowed it.

Ṛṣi was already moving.

To the others, the battle had ended when the last giant fell.

Not to him.

He crossed the ash with the staff in one shaking hand and blood darkening the cloth low against his ribs. A kobold knife, maybe. A bad cut from somewhere behind the smoke, before he had come out of it carrying dread in the air around him. He had not looked at it then.

He did not look at it now.

The first guard he reached was trying to stand with blood running into one eye.

“No,” Ṛṣi said.

The guard blinked at him.

At his face.

At the place where the darkness had been.

Ṛṣi crouched slowly enough not to startle him.

“Sit.”

The guard sat because the word gave his body something simpler than fear.

Ṛṣi pressed two fingers beneath the man’s jaw, watched his breathing, then turned his head gently so blood ran away from the eye instead of into it. He took the man’s own sleeve, folded it, and placed his hand over it.

“Hold this. Hard.”

The guard obeyed.

Ṛṣi moved to the next.

A woman with a spear haft cracked in two was curled around her arm, breath coming too fast. He set the broken haft aside, checked the arm, then looked at her face.

“Can you feel your fingers?”

She nodded once, teeth clenched.

“Good. Keep them open.”

“I can stand.”

“No.”

Kora, passing behind him, said, “Listen to him or I’ll let him explain why.”

The woman stayed down.

Ṛṣi tied the arm close against her body with a strip cut from a torn cloak. Not perfect. Enough. The kind of enough that kept damage from becoming worse before the road could bring better hands.

He worked that way across the field.

Pressure.

Breath.

“Look at me.”

“Hold here.”

“Do not sleep yet.”

“Turn him. On his side. Yes. There.”

A guard with soot-black tears on his face let Ṛṣi press cloth against a thigh wound only after staring too long at his hands. The same hands that had held the staff while darkness frightened a giant backward into ruin.

Ṛṣi saw the stare.

He did not answer it.

He only said, “If you let go, it bleeds again.”

The guard swallowed and put his own hand over the cloth.

Fear did not leave the field.

It changed shape.

One breath at a time, it had to share space with obedience, then pain, then relief, then the humiliating fact that living bodies need help from whatever hand knows what to do.

Kora watched that happen without softening.

“Good,” she said to no one and everyone. “If you can curse, you can hold pressure. If you can hold pressure, you can be useful.”

Someone cursed.

“Better.”

Ṛṣi checked the fallen guard by the tree trunk last. The man had been thrown hard enough that he did not know where he was. Ṛṣi held his face between both hands until his eyes settled.

“Breathe in.”

The man tried.

“Again.”

This time, air came better.

Only when that was done did Ṛṣi stop.

He looked across the field: one sitting, one lying still but breathing, one bound, one shivering, none bleeding fast enough to die before they could be moved.

The battle ended for him then.

He stood slowly.

Pain took the shape of his own body again.

His side. His arms. His knees. His wrists, where the giant’s blow had gone through the staff and into him.

He touched the red cord at his wrist with two fingers and bowed his head.

Only briefly.

Then he let his hand fall.

Maeril had seen it.

She had also seen the blood he had still not touched.

He had made the field safe enough for breath.

Not well.

Not whole.

Not healed.

Alive.

So she went to the rainwater gathered in a shallow hollow between two stones.

The water was dirty with ash. Good enough. The field had not provided a bowl, so she made one from what it had.

From a side pouch she took three acorns and split them under her thumbnail. Dried leaves followed, dark and curled. A shaving of bitter root wrapped in waxed cloth. A pinch of crushed thyme. A thread of moss so dry it looked dead until it touched the water and deepened green.

She did not choose them like a woman improvising.

Her hands knew the order.

Acorn first. Root after. Leaves broken between thumb and forefinger. Moss last, to hold.

She crushed them against the stone with the rounded end of her knife. The rainwater clouded brown-green, then darker, carrying the sharp smell of broken plant, wet earth, bitter sap, and smoke.

Kora looked once, saw no danger in it, and went back to keeping the guards steady.

Maeril planted her staff beside the hollow.

It stood in the wet stone like something planted rather than placed.

Then she began to speak.

The words were not like the ones she used for fire.

They did not cut. They did not command. They rounded in her mouth, older and softer than her scholar’s syllables, shaped less like law and more like coaxing. They sounded like something said to seeds under frost, to frightened animals, to fevered children, to roots that needed to remember which way down was.

No one on the field understood them.

Everyone heard.

The sound moved low through the smoke. Not loud. Not fragile either. It found breath first.

The woman with the bound arm stopped gasping through her teeth and drew one full breath. The guard holding cloth to his thigh stopped shaking enough to press properly. The man with blood in his eye closed it and leaned back against the stone, not well, but less lost. Pain did not vanish. Wounds did not become untouched flesh. The field did not become gentle.

It became survivable.

Bleeding slowed under Ṛṣi’s bindings. Bruised bodies remembered enough strength to sit, then stay sitting. Panic loosened its fingers. The scent of crushed thyme and wet acorn rose through ash, impossible and small and stubbornly alive.

Maeril kept speaking.

Her voice roughened near the end.

The staff trembled once beside her, or perhaps her hand did. She steadied herself with one palm in the herb-dark water and finished the last phrase with her head bowed, horns catching smoke, tail still behind her in the mud.

When the words ended, the field felt colder.

Quieter.

The wounded breathed.

Maeril sat back on her heels and looked at Ṛṣi.

He had not moved away. He stood a few paces off, one hand pressed too casually near his side, as if the blood there were a matter of private weather.

Her eyes narrowed.

He saw the look and almost took a step back.

That was unwise.

“Rish,” she said.

He stopped.

She rose, crossed the few steps between them, and moved his hand aside.

The cut was not deep enough to kill him.

That made it no less infuriating.

Blood had soaked through cloth where the kobold blade had gone in low and mean, under the ribs.

“You knew,” she said.

“I knew there were worse wounds.”

“That was not my question.”

“No.”

She did not scold him further.

Not there.

She dipped two fingers into the crushed green water, touched the mixture to the torn cloth, then to the skin just beside the cut. Her words came again, only one line this time, softer than before. A smaller thing. A private thing.

The wound did not disappear.

It closed enough to stop taking from him.

Ṛṣi’s breath caught once.

Maeril’s fingers stayed there a moment longer than the magic required.

He let them.

Smoke moved between them. The fear from before remained somewhere under her ribs, awake and ashamed and waiting. His eyes knew that. Hers knew he knew.

Neither of them reached for the words yet.

Kora saved them from needing to.

“If everyone is done trying to bleed in secret,” she called, “we still have a camp.”

The camp waited.

Not patiently.

It smoldered. It stank. It held broken crates, burned hides, split casks, torn rope, wedges, tools, spilled grain, blackened cloth, and the bodies of giants already becoming part of the ridge in a way that made the eye want to move elsewhere.

They searched because leaving it untouched would be another kind of stupidity.

At first, it was practical. Water on embers. Pitch kicked away from flame. Ropes cut. Tools piled. Anything that could help the next ambush broken, soaked, or set aside for Nashkel hands.

Then one of the guards found the comb.

Three teeth broken.

A ribbon still caught around its handle.

No one said anything.

Ṛṣi found a small wooden horse near a crushed chest, one wheel missing, paint worn thin where a child’s hand had held it often.

Maeril found two letters wrapped in oilcloth and did not open them.

Kora stood over the little pile as it grew: comb, toy, letters, a tarnished holy symbol, a merchant signet bent almost flat.

The field quieted again.

This quiet was different.

The giants had been danger.

This was harm after danger had passed, harm with names missing from it.

Maeril held the letters carefully, as if care now could travel backward.

“Family caravan,” she said.

No one argued.

Ṛṣi set the wooden horse down beside the letters.

“They came to keep moving,” he said.

“And didn’t,” Kora said.

Hard.

Not cruel.

Hard enough to keep the sentence from breaking anyone open before the work was done.

Near the back of the burned shelter, under a hide scorched black at the edges, Maeril found a swollen leather book.

A ledger, once.

Maybe.

The leather cover was waterlogged, scorched along one side. When she opened it, pages clung together in ruined layers. Ink had bled into gray veins. Half the marks were gone. More than half.

She crouched beside a crate and worked carefully.

Dates survived in fragments. Cargo tallies. Not all. Not enough. A few road marks, broken by water. A column of numbers with the heading gone. One phrase, dark and clear because the ink there had bitten deeper:

safe passage paid

Maeril stared at it.

Then she gave a short, humorless breath.

“Well,” she said. “Thank you for writing the evil plainly. Once.”

Kora came closer.

“Useful?”

Maeril held the page up. It sagged under its own dampness. “Not enough. Too burned. Too smeared. No seal I can trust. No name that survived. No proof anyone comfortable will have to stay uncomfortable about.”

“But it was organized.”

“Yes.”

Maeril closed the ledger with more care than it deserved.

“Organized enough to pay. Organized enough to mark who paid. Organized enough that someone was keeping account of who deserved to be crushed.”

The guards had gone still again.

Ṛṣi looked from the ledger to the personal pile.

The thing in his face was not surprise.

It was recognition sharpening.

They had come to protect one caravan.

Others had already passed through this wrongness and not come out the other side.

Kora saw the field sinking.

She struck the butt of her spear against stone.

“Feel sick later,” she said.

Every head turned.

“Sort now. Return what can be returned. Carry what matters. Break what helps kill the next wagon. Nashkel can count spoons after we tell them where the bodies aren’t.”

One guard flinched at the bluntness.

Kora looked at him.

“What? You want softer words or living people?”

He looked away.

“Good. Move.”

They moved.

Because she was right.

Because someone had to be.

Return if possible.

Carry if needed.

Destroy if dangerous.

Leave for Nashkel.

The camp became work again, and work kept the chest from caving in.

Ṛṣi was shifting a broken crate away from a heap of spoiled cloth when pale-brown leather showed through the ash.

He paused.

Not canvas.

Not rope.

Not giant hide.

He lifted the crate aside and drew them free.

Boots.

Light leather, soft even through dirt. Soles thin but strong. Stitching like leaves meeting along a stem. One seam torn near the heel. One toe scuffed deep, as if the wearer had fallen hard on stone and not risen well.

He held them differently.

Maeril came to stand beside him.

“Elven,” she said quietly.

“Yes.”

“Courier’s, maybe. Scout’s.” She brushed soot from the torn seam with her thumb. “Quiet work. The sort made for steps that do not wish to be remembered.”

Ṛṣi looked toward the pile of personal things.

Maeril followed his gaze and did not hurry him.

“We do not know who wore them,” he said.

“No.”

“We do not know if they are dead.”

“No.”

The boots were very light in his hands.

That made them harder to carry.

Maeril touched the heel, then withdrew her hand. “If we find the owner, or kin, or anyone with a better claim, we return them.”

“And until then?”

“Until then, someone living may need quiet feet.”

He looked at her.

She did not smile. “I am not making a joke.”

“I know.”

“I would prefer you alive long enough to return them properly.”

He looked back at the boots.

The torn seam.

The scuffed toe.

The work of hands that had known forests better than roads.

“I will not claim them as mine.”

“I did not ask you to.”

He wrapped them in a clean piece of cloth taken from the salvage pile.

“I will wear them on behalf of whoever first walked in them,” he said. “If I must.”

Maeril’s mouth softened.

“And try not to disgrace their memory by tripping?”

He looked at her then.

A little of him returned.

“I will attempt dignity.”

“Ambitious.”

“Necessary.”

She nodded once. “Then we should mend them before dignity is tested.”

He held the wrapped boots a moment longer, then set them with what they would carry down.

Not with treasure.

Not with proof.

Between.

By the time Kora called them off the ridge, the camp had been sorted into rough truths.

The wounded could be moved. The personal things were wrapped together. The ruined ledger lay under oilcloth, too damaged to accuse anyone cleanly and too ugly to leave behind. The dangerous supplies had been broken or soaked. The boots rested near Ṛṣi’s pack, waiting without belonging.

Smoke thinned across the stones.

No one cheered.

Kora took the lead because leaving was also work.

The guards followed, quieter than they had climbed, carrying wounded between them and bundles that weighed more than their size. Maeril walked beside Ṛṣi for the first stretch down, close enough to reach him if he stumbled, not close enough to pretend nothing had changed.

Behind them, the ashes cooled.

They had come to open a road.

They carried down proof that other roads had ended there.





The Pass Opens

Kora reached Nashkel before the story did.

Not by much.

The first boy saw them from the edge of the wagon yard and ran before anyone could tell him not to. By the time Kora came between the outer sheds with the guards behind her, people were already turning from wagons, doorways, stable posts, and half-finished arguments.

The guards looked terrible.

That helped.

Smoke had blackened their sleeves. Mud and ash clung to their boots. One walked with another’s arm over his shoulder. One held a bundle wrapped in cloth too carefully for cargo. Another had a bandage across his brow and the baffled expression of a man who had expected to die and now needed instructions for the rest of the day.

Kora walked first with her spear in hand and blood dried along one cheek that no one had yet dared tell her about.

Nashkel looked at her and understood the simplest version.

They had gone up.

They had come back.

Darran pushed through before anyone cheered.

His eyes went to Kora first. Then the guards. Then behind them, counting faces, counting wounds, counting the absence of stretchers. His mouth tightened until he found Ṛṣi and Maeril near the back.

Only then did his shoulders drop.

“You’re back,” he said.

Kora stopped in front of him. “Most of us in the same number of pieces.”

Darran looked past her toward the bandages, the bundles, the quiet guard who would not meet anyone’s eyes.

“What did it cost?”

“Blood,” Kora said. “Fear. Pride. Nothing we have to bury.”

Darran closed his eyes once.

Around them, the yard began to breathe.

Someone near the inn steps called, “The giants?”

Kora turned her head.

“Down,” she said. “Both.”

The word moved through Nashkel like weather crossing water.

Not a cheer at first.

A sound too rough for joy. Relief with disbelief still inside it. A woman put both hands over her mouth. A drover laughed once and then looked ashamed of it. One of the waiting merchants sat down hard on a wheel-rim as if his knees had resigned.

Then the noise came.

People crowded around Kora and the guards because that was where the story had a shape. Spears. Bandages. Smoke. Blood. The visible proof of violence survived.

Maeril stood behind the second wagon and watched the town choose its heroes.

She looked tired. Soot streaked one horn. The hem of her robe had dried stiff with ash and crushed herbs. In one hand she held the wrapped personal things from the camp; in the other, the ruined ledger under oilcloth.

Ṛṣi stood a few paces away with the boots wrapped near his pack and one shoulder angled slightly from the wound Maeril had closed enough to stop it taking from him. People glanced at him and then away. Not all. Not rudely. But enough.

The field had come down with them.

Maeril saw that too.

She also saw Kora trying to escape praise by turning it into instructions.

“No, don’t touch that. It’s not yours. You, find water. You, stop leaning on the wounded side if you want to keep both legs useful.”

Maeril’s mouth softened.

“Good,” she said under her breath. “Let them start with Kora. She’ll make the story behave.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“You did much of the work.”

“I know.”

He almost smiled at the honesty.

Maeril’s eyes followed the smoke-stained guards, the villagers pressing toward them, the relief beginning to find names to attach itself to.

“The fire knows who threw it,” she added.

This time, he did smile.

Only a little.

Not enough for anyone else to see.

The inn took them because the street could not hold the noise.

By full dark, the common room had become too warm, too loud, and too alive. Bowls appeared. Bread appeared. Ale appeared because someone had decided ale was the correct answer to giants being dead, and no one had the strength to argue.

Kora stood near the hearth long enough for a cup to be shoved into her hand.

She looked at it as if it had broken formation.

A miner shouted, “Speech!”

“No,” Kora said.

Someone else shouted, “Drink, then!”

Kora considered that more seriously.

She lifted the cup. “Tonight, drinks are on the giants.”

That was enough.

The room answered.

Not gracefully.

Not musically.

Just sound, because sound was easier than remembering how close silence had come.

Maeril accepted a cup, found the lower rung of a bench, and stepped on it before Ṛṣi could ask whether that was wise.

“To the stupidest plan I’ve ever agreed to,” she said, “which somehow worked.”

Kora looked at her. “It worked because parts of it were not stupid.”

“Then to the intelligent parts, which were outnumbered and brave.”

That got a better laugh.

Maeril stepped down before the bench could become another enemy.

Stories began almost immediately.

They were wrong at impressive speed.

By the second cup, Maeril had apparently set half the mountain on fire. By the third telling, Kora had stabbed a giant through the foot and ordered it to fall. One guard, whose memory had clearly chosen drama over accuracy, claimed there had been at least forty kobolds, possibly sixty, and all of them armed with knives longer than their legs.

“Twenty,” Kora said without turning.

The guard blinked. “Twenty?”

“Less if you count the ones who ran before becoming brave.”

“Still a lot.”

“It was enough. Don’t inflate enemies. It gives them ideas.”

A drover announced that one giant had killed the other by accident because Maeril had insulted its mother.

Maeril lifted a hand. “I would like it recorded that if I had insulted a giant’s mother, the language would have been better.”

Someone else said the monk had vanished into smoke and come back out of the giant’s shadow.

The room thinned around that version.

Only slightly.

Enough.

Ṛṣi looked into his cup.

Maeril’s fingers tightened around hers.

Kora cut in before the quiet grew teeth.

“He came out where he was needed,” she said. “That’s all most of you need to improve your lives by knowing.”

The room accepted the boundary because Kora had a spear near the wall and a voice that could make silence physical.

Another rumor took its place quickly.

That was the mercy of rooms full of people who wanted to live.

Darran came to Maeril and Ṛṣi when the first noise had exhausted itself into eating.

He had two leather pouches in one hand and the ruined ledger in the other, though he had not opened it again after Maeril’s explanation. He handled it as if it might stain him through the oilcloth.

“Contract pay,” he said, setting the pouches on the table. “Full amount. Hazard added. Not enough.”

Maeril reached for one pouch and weighed it. “That depends how rudely expensive my next ink purchase becomes.”

Darran gave her a tired look. “I am trying to be grateful.”

“I am helping by accepting money.”

Ṛṣi did not touch his pouch. “You owe us what was agreed.”

“That sentence is worse than hers.”

“She is often a better teacher than she appears.”

“I appear excellent,” Maeril said.

Darran looked at the two of them, gave up on finding a sentence large enough for gratitude, and settled for pushing the pouches closer.

The family came later.

The mother approached first, but the children had clearly decided the matter and were only using her as cover. The grandmother stayed behind with her arms folded, watching Maeril as if judging whether witches knew how to receive proper gifts.

Maeril straightened when she saw them coming.

That did not help.

She still looked like a woman facing a tribunal of small people.

The older child held out a folded cloth.

Maeril looked at it.

Then at the child.

“For components,” the child said.

Maeril accepted the cloth carefully and opened it.

Inside were sweets.

Not many. Road-worn, slightly stuck together, wrapped badly, protected with the solemnity of treasure.

“These,” Maeril said, “are sweets.”

The younger child nodded. “Important components.”

Maeril’s face changed.

“Essential,” she said gravely.

The older child’s shoulders loosened.

“For spells?”

“For surviving after spells,” Maeril said. “Advanced work.”

The younger one whispered, “Can the hawk eat one?”

“The hawk is made of discipline and judgment,” Maeril said. “But I will consult it.”

The children accepted this as the serious wizardry it clearly was.

Their mother touched Maeril’s sleeve once, not quite a grasp.

“Thank you,” she said.

Maeril held the folded cloth in both hands.

“You kept them still when the wagons waited,” she said. “That is not nothing.”

The woman’s eyes shone, and she looked away before it became tears.

The children retreated. The grandmother gave Maeril one sharp nod, as if the exchange had passed inspection.

Maeril sat with the sweets unopened on the table before her.

Around her, the inn kept turning survival into noise.

The giant was taller now. The kobolds were more numerous. Kora had definitely shouted at a tree until it surrendered. Maeril’s fire had become blue in one corner of the room and green in another. Someone insisted the monk had not touched the ground for half the fight. Someone else said no, no, he had been under the ground, that was why the giants fell.

Ṛṣi endured that one with visible effort.

Maeril might have laughed.

Instead, she looked toward him.

For a moment, the warm foolishness of the room did not reach her. The sweets remained in her hand. The laughter blurred. The smoke from the hearth moved across her eyes, and behind it something darker came back: not fire, not battle, but the shape of Ṛṣi walking from smoke while the field forgot how to breathe.

Her fingers closed around the folded cloth.

She stood quietly.

No announcement.

No joke.

She slipped away from the table and moved toward the stairs with the sweets still in one hand, her head slightly bowed, a shadow drawn under her eyes that had not been there when she stood on the bench.

Ṛṣi saw.

He did not follow at once.

He let the room keep speaking around her absence.

He waited because Maeril had left quietly.

Because following too quickly would turn quiet into pursuit.

Because being present sometimes began with giving someone the length of a breath.

Then another.

Then one more.

At last, he set his untouched cup down and rose.

The room did not notice him leave.

That was kind.

He crossed to the stairs and followed her into the dark above the noise.





Fear That Knew Him

The room had kept the inn’s warmth badly.

Noise lived below it: cups against tables, voices rising, and laughter.

Upstairs, the sound came through floorboards and walls as something softer.

Less alive.

Maeril stood near the small table with the folded cloth of sweets still in one hand.

Ṛṣi’s staff stood beside the door where he had left it earlier, dark wood washed clean enough to look ordinary again.

That was unfair.

Nothing about it had felt ordinary when the tree came down.

Maeril closed her fingers around the folded cloth.

The shape returned: smoke folding cold, fire thinning, guards stepping back without understanding why, and Ṛṣi cloaked in dread.

Rish.

Her mind had known.

Her body had not cared.

A soft knock touched the door.

Not loud.

Not asking the whole room to answer.

Maeril did not move for a breath.

Then she said, “Come in.”

Ṛṣi entered with tea.

Of course he did.

He held their travel cups, chipped and mismatched, steam rising from both. He closed the door with his foot because his hands were full, then stood there as if the room itself needed time to decide whether he belonged in it.

The sight of the tea almost made her laugh.

Almost.

It failed before it reached her mouth.

Ṛṣi saw that too.

He crossed the room slowly and set one cup on the table near her, not close enough to force her hand. The other he kept between both palms.

“It is not good tea,” he said.

“That is a serious accusation.”

She looked at the cup.

Steam curled up, warm and harmless.

“Then why bring it?”

“Because bad tea is sometimes better than no tea.”

“That sounds like something monks say when they have failed at tea.”

There.

A shape almost like them.

A small bridge laid across a gap too dark to see the bottom of.

Maeril tried to step onto it.

Could not.

The silence came back.

Ṛṣi did not fill it.

He moved to sit on the room’s only chair, then seemed to think better of claiming it. He remained standing instead, a few paces away, holding his cup, shoulders tired beneath the robe. The cut below his ribs was hidden now. His arms were not shaking anymore.

That helped less than it should have.

Maeril set the folded cloth of sweets on the table beside the tea.

“I left.”

“I saw.”

He lowered his eyes.

Not in shame.

Not quite.

In patience.

That made it worse.

She wanted him to ask badly, so she could be angry at the question.

He did not.

Below them, someone laughed loudly. The sound broke apart against the floorboards.

Maeril wrapped both hands around the cup. Heat seeped into her fingers.

“I knew it was you,” she said.

Ṛṣi did not move.

Her hands tightened.

“I knew it was you,” she said again, because the first time had not been enough to carry the rest.

The tea steamed between her hands.

“My body stepped back before I could think your name.”

His face remained quiet.

Too quiet.

“I saw,” he said.

Two words.

No anger in them.

That did not make them gentle.

Maeril looked down at the tea because looking at him felt too much.

“I hated it,” she said. “The step. The fear. I hated that it was there before I was.”

Ṛṣi’s thumb moved once along the cup.

“You did not choose it.”

“No. That does not make it kind.”

“No.”

She looked at him then.

He was standing in the same room as her. Sandals on bare feet. Robe torn at one hem. Still carrying the smell of smoke. Ash at the edge of one sleeve he had not noticed. So ordinary in the ways that made him hers. So impossible in the memory that would not leave.

“I knew it was you,” she said. “But what came out of the smoke reached something lower than knowing.”

He accepted that without looking away.

That hurt too.

“I am sorry,” she said.

Ṛṣi breathed in.

Held it.

Let it go.

“I know.”

Not it is fine.

Not there is nothing to forgive.

Only that.

Maeril closed her eyes.

The room shifted around the darkness between them and did not know what to do with it.

Neither did they.

At last, Ṛṣi set his cup on the table.

“I was afraid too.”

Maeril opened her eyes.

He had not said it loudly.

The words seemed almost too small for what they carried.

“Of the giant?” she asked, though she knew before the question finished that it was wrong.

“No.”

His hand rested beside the cup.

Not reaching.

There.

“I know how to train,” he said.

The words came slowly, each one set down because there were not many of them and none could be wasted.

“I know how to endure. I know how to keep walking when pain says stop. I know what my hands must do when someone is bleeding.”

He looked at his hands.

They were clean now, or clean enough. No blood under the nails that she could see. Still, he looked at them as if the field remained there.

“I know how to make myself useful.”

Maeril did not speak.

“I do not know how to hold that.”

The noise below the room went distant.

Ṛṣi lifted his eyes to her.

“It frightens me too.”

Something in Maeril’s chest shifted.

Not eased.

Changed shape.

The fear did not leave. It remained under her ribs, awake and ashamed and honest. But now it was not looking at him alone. It had turned and found him standing beside it, just as uncertain.

He was not asking her to be unafraid.

He was afraid too.

That made the room sadder.

It also made it less lonely.

Maeril looked at his hand beside the cup.

She set her own cup down before she could drop it.

Then she reached.

Not far.

Just enough.

Her fingers touched the back of his hand.

Ṛṣi went still.

She almost pulled away.

Did not.

His skin was warm. Human. Familiar. The same hand that had held pressure over wounds. The same hand that had held the staff while the dark thing moved through him. The same hand she had taken so often without thinking.

Tonight, thinking made it harder.

So she stopped thinking and left her hand there.

Ṛṣi turned his hand slowly beneath hers.

Not gripping.

Only answering.

They stood that way with the table between them, tea cooling, noise below, fear still in the room and no longer allowed to own all of it.

After a while, he said, “Thank you.”

Maeril blinked.

“What?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

Ṛṣi looked toward the wall.

Toward the staff.

His staff leaned there in silence, dark wood, worn grip, red cord tied near the place his hand most often rested. Nothing in it now screamed light. Nothing in it bent giant force. Nothing in it remembered, except everything.

“For saving my life,” he said.

Maeril followed his gaze.

The staff was only wood again.

That almost made her angry.

She remembered the tree trunk falling, the impossible size of it, Ṛṣi setting his feet because there had been nowhere left to go. Remembered reaching through fear so sharp it had become precision.

“Not today,” she murmured.

The words had not been words.

Not exactly.

They had been a refusal.

A hand thrown across a threshold.

She had been afraid of him.

She had reached anyway.

Ṛṣi knew that.

That was what he had thanked.

Maeril’s throat tightened.

She looked back at him.

Not at the shape from the smoke.

At him.

Her fingers tightened on his hand.

She only nodded once.

Ṛṣi’s hand closed more fully around hers then.

Still gentle.

Still asking nothing.

Maeril moved first.

Not far. Only around the corner of the table, until there was no wood between them. Ṛṣi shifted at the same time, as if both had understood that the distance had done what it could and was no longer useful.

She leaned into him carefully.

At first.

Shoulder against chest. Horn near his jaw. One hand still caught in his. The other resting against his robe, light enough to leave if she needed to.

She did not.

The weight she had carried since the ridge came slowly out of her.

Not gone.

Not solved.

Only shared enough to stop standing alone.

Ṛṣi bowed his head until his temple rested against her hair.

They stayed that way.

Below, the inn kept telling the story wrong.

In the room, the staff stood beside the wall, silent now.

Between them, the tea cooled.





Moving Again

Nashkel fell behind them in wagon creak and morning mist.

No speech marked it. Darran had the caravan moving before the town had fully woken, wounded braced in wagons, guards walking stiffly, oxen leaning back into the work of the world.

Maeril walked near the middle wagons, hood low against the damp. Ṛṣi walked beside her. Not touching. Near enough that their sleeves almost brushed when the road narrowed.

That was enough for the morning.

The pass did not welcome them.

It only allowed them through.

Broken stone still lay along the bend where wagons would have been crushed into splinters. Above, the ridge bore black scars where the camp had burned. No smoke rose now, but the stone looked stained by it.

The caravan quieted as it passed beneath.

No one joked.

One wagon crossed.

Then the next.

Then the next.

The road that would have killed them carried them instead.

After that, the days resumed their ordinary cruelties.

Mud. Harness. Rain that came and left. Meals too hot on one side and cold on the other. Guards who spoke less than before, then more than before, then began arguing about ordinary things again because ordinary things had survived.

By the second evening, the family wagon had grown loud again. The old grandmother resumed her private war against bad cooking. The children watched for Maeril’s hawk whenever the sky opened and pretended not to watch for Ṛṣi whenever he passed near their wagon.

Kora kept the guard-band moving before memory could make them useless.

“Road first,” she said when one of them began explaining to a passing muleteer how close the tree trunk had come. “Legend after supper.”

By the third day, the land began loosening its grip on the mountains.

Stone gave way to wider road. The air warmed by degrees. Traffic thickened: mule trains, southbound wagons, northbound wagons, drovers with opinions, merchants with louder ones, and guards who looked at every bend as if expecting the road to invoice them personally.

Crimmor announced itself before they reached it.

Not with walls first.

With noise.

Wheels. Bells. Warehouse calls. Oxen complaining. Porters shouting over crates. Bargains struck at one volume and denied at another. The smell of wet canvas, lamp oil, river damp, hay, cooked onions, horse sweat, and coin changing hands.

Maeril lifted her head.

“Civilization speaks,” she said.

Darran, riding past, heard her.

“Welcome to Crimmor.”

“I feel welcomed by inventory.”

“That means the city likes you.”

The City of Caravans received them by trying to count them.

Wagons clogged the roads outside the yards. Drivers shouted. Oxen leaned into harness with the long-suffering dignity of creatures who had correctly judged civilization and found it wanting. Warehouses squatted near the caravan lanes, doors open, goods tallied as if numbers could keep the world honest. Somewhere beyond the press of carts and people, water caught the afternoon light and threw it back in broken strips.

The caravan broke apart by function.

Cargo went one way. Animals another. Passengers were directed toward inns, relatives, warehouses, or whatever arrangements had carried them this far in hope. The family lingered long enough for the children to wave at Maeril with solemn secrecy, as if the sweets had bound them into an arcane order.

Maeril returned the gesture with appropriate gravity.

Then Kora came to them.

She had already spoken to the guards. Not farewell. Orders, final corrections, names attached to tasks, the exact amount of rest allowed before someone became lazy by accident. Only after that did she turn toward Maeril and Ṛṣi.

Her spear rested against her shoulder. The dried blood was gone from her cheek. Someone had told her eventually, or she had discovered it and disapproved.

“You,” she said to Maeril.

Maeril lifted her brows. “Usually true.”

Kora looked her over once: horns, robe, pack, tired eyes, the stubborn line of someone who had burned a battlefield open and still looked ready to argue with lodging.

“You read weather, fire, and fools faster than most people read road signs.”

Maeril’s mouth opened.

Nothing came out immediately.

Kora seemed satisfied by that rare achievement and turned to Ṛṣi.

“And you.”

Ṛṣi inclined his head.

Kora looked at the staff.

“Less useless with the stick than advertised.”

Maeril made a sound that almost became joy.

Ṛṣi accepted the judgment gravely. “I will continue training.”

“Do that.” Kora shifted the spear on her shoulder. “Try not to make it famous. Famous tools become unbearable.”

“I know people like that,” Maeril said.

Kora looked at her. “I assumed.”

That was the farewell.

No embrace.

No speech.

Kora tapped two fingers against her spear haft, turned, and went back to the caravan before anyone could make the mistake of softening her.

Darran found them after.

He looked more tired in Crimmor than he had on the road, as if cities required a different kind of endurance and he disliked having to change methods. He held no ledger this time. No pouch. Only a folded slip of paper between two fingers.

“I sent word ahead,” he said.

Maeril looked at the paper.

Hope entered her expression with embarrassing speed.

“Please let that be about a bath.”

Darran’s mouth twitched. “Among other things.”

“Other things are acceptable if they arrive after the bath.”

“Good rooms. Hot water. Real food. Clean linen. People who understand rest as a serious profession.” He held out the slip. “The Golden Orchid.”

Maeril took the paper before Ṛṣi could.

“The Golden Orchid,” she said, tasting the name. “That sounds clean.”

“It is.”

“And warm?”

“Yes.”

“With food that has not spent three days emotionally becoming stew?”

“Probably.”

Maeril looked at Ṛṣi. “I trust him now.”

Ṛṣi’s eyes softened.

Darran glanced between them, and something in his face roughened into kindness without becoming soft.

“You both look like the road has been taking payment in bone,” he said. “Go there. Give them that. Let someone else be responsible for comfort for one night.”

Maeril folded the slip carefully. “That may be the most beautiful sentence anyone has ever said to me.”

“It was not meant to be beautiful.”

“That is rarely protection.”

Ṛṣi bowed his head slightly. “Thank you.”

Darran nodded once, as if gratitude was safest when kept short.

“Try to let it work.”

Then he was gone too, drawn back into cargo, contracts, voices calling his name, and the caravan’s endless refusal to stay solved.

Maeril watched him disappear into the yard.

“Rest as a serious profession,” she said.

“It sounds useful.”

“It sounds sacred.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“I said what I said.”

They walked.

Crimmor changed as they left the caravan yards behind. The air held less animal stink and more cooking smoke, lamp oil, river damp, and the perfume of people who had washed before charging others for the privilege. The streets grew cleaner by degrees. Signs became painted instead of simply carved. Windows held warm light. Music slipped from somewhere ahead, not loud, not tavern-rough, but practiced.

Maeril adjusted the strap of her pack.

“If this is an inn, it is trying very hard to be courted.”

Ṛṣi did not answer.

She looked at him.

He had gone still in that particular way of his: not stopped, not yet, but with some inner part of him already bracing.

“What?” she asked.

He looked at the street ahead.

The Golden Orchid stood at the corner where two lamplit roads met, its front washed in amber light. The sign above the door was carved in the shape of an orchid picked out in gold leaf. The windows were screened with fine lattice. A woman in deep red stood at the entrance speaking to a man in merchant silk, one hand resting lightly on his arm with the effortless calm of someone who knew exactly how much attention was worth.

The house did not shout.

It promised.

Carefully.

Maeril looked from the door to the woman, then to the warm light within, then to Ṛṣi.

He had stopped beneath the sign.

“Oh,” Maeril said.

Maeril held the folded paper very carefully.

She looked again at the golden-lit doorway and began to understand what kind of rest Darran Velkos considered thorough.





Out of the Road

The Golden Orchid did not look like an inn pretending to be expensive.

That was the first problem.

Inns announced themselves by accident: spilled light, cooking smoke, boots at the door, voices too loud for the walls meant to hold them. The Golden Orchid announced itself by restraint.

The house stood at the corner of two lamplit streets, its front washed in amber light. The sign above the door was carved in the shape of an orchid picked out in gold leaf, not large, not gaudy, only confident. Fine lattice screened the windows. Warmth glowed behind them without showing too much of what it warmed.

The woman in deep red near the entrance finished speaking to the silk-clad merchant and let him pass with a smile that made dismissal feel like favor. Beside the door, a man in dark green stood beneath the awning with his hands folded before him. Not a guard exactly. Not only a servant either. He looked at the street as if the street had been invited to behave.

Ṛṣi stopped before the threshold.

Maeril stopped because he had.

The folded paper from Darran rested in Maeril’s hand, held with the care of a temple letter, which made the whole thing worse.

Maeril looked at the sign.

Then at the screened windows.

Then at the woman in red.

Then at the doorman.

Then at Ṛṣi.

“Oh,” she said.

He did not answer.

“Oh,” she said again, more carefully.

The doorman inclined his head.

“Guests of Master Velkos?”

Maeril offered the paper.

The doorman took it, read the mark, and changed almost nothing about his expression. That was how Maeril knew the place was expensive. Cheap places performed surprise. Expensive places had already made room for it.

“Welcome to the Golden Orchid,” he said. “Please come in out of the road.”

The phrase was polite.

It also looked at their boots.

Maeril glanced down.

Mud had dried along the hem of her robe in several geological eras. Ash still clung near one cuff. Ṛṣi’s sandals were clean only in the sense that rain had removed the most dramatic evidence. Both of them carried packs that had not yet accepted civilization’s invitation.

“This road is being judged,” Maeril murmured.

Ṛṣi looked at the doorway. “It may deserve it.”

The doorman opened the door.

Warmth crossed the threshold first.

Not tavern heat. Not the close sourness of too many bodies and old ale. This was tended warmth: oil, polished wood, clean linen, flower-scent, a trace of wine, a trace of skin washed and perfumed and made welcome. Music moved underneath it, low and stringed, patient enough not to command attention.

Ṛṣi entered as if stepping into a room where all the rules had been written in a language he had not been taught.

Maeril followed with more curiosity than grace.

Inside, the Golden Orchid widened slowly.

The entry hall opened onto a main room divided by screens, plants, curtains, and light. Nothing was hidden badly. Nothing was exposed carelessly. Lamps burned in colored glass bowls, amber and rose and green. Polished wood shone beneath woven carpets. Low tables held fruit, cups, small dishes, folded cloths. Cushions were arranged in clusters that suggested conversation before anything else. A narrow stair curved upward behind a carved screen. At the far side, a doorway stood half-curtained, admitting a glimpse of a quieter corridor beyond.

People moved everywhere.

Not crowded.

Arranged.

A woman in cream leaned over a table to pour wine, her sleeve falling back from one bare forearm. A man in blue laughed with two guests and touched one of them lightly at the wrist before withdrawing his hand exactly when the touch had said enough. Two women sat together behind a screen, one brushing the other’s hair while a patron spoke to them from a cushion below. Near the hearth, someone played a small harp with fingers that never hurried.

No one stared.

Everyone noticed.

That was what unsettled Ṛṣi most.

Maeril could feel it in the way he held himself: not fear, not exactly, but alertness without a place to go. In a street fight, he knew where danger stood. In a temple, he knew where silence belonged. In a caravan, he knew where help was needed.

Here, attention itself had manners.

He did not know where to put his eyes.

Maeril, on the other hand, began to understand the room by layers.

Desire was here, yes. Openly. Professionally. But so was order. Staff crossed paths without colliding. Guards stood where they could see without looming. Curtains gave privacy without abandoning anyone to it. A laugh rose too sharply in one corner, and a woman nearby softened it with a touch on the table before it became a disruption.

This was not chaos wearing perfume.

This was a house with rules.

A man approached them from beside the screened hearth.

He was beautiful in the way some blades were beautiful: not soft, not fragile, made more dangerous by polish. Dark hair tied back from a face built for composure. Brown skin warmed by lamplight. Black and deep green clothing cut close enough to show care and loose enough to move easily. No jewelry except one narrow gold ring at his ear and a pin shaped like a closed flower at his throat.

His eyes took in everything.

Maeril’s horns. Ṛṣi’s staff. Their packs. Their road-stained hems. The dried ash. The careful distance between them. The way Ṛṣi held still because movement would require choosing what kind of movement this room allowed.

Then he smiled.

Not broadly.

Correctly.

“Master Velkos said you might arrive before you remembered to rest,” he said. “I am Keth.”

Maeril looked at him for one breath longer than politeness strictly required.

Keth noticed.

Of course he noticed. A man standing in that room, dressed like that, with that voice, would have noticed a candle reconsidering its flame.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

“No,” Maeril said. “I am adjusting to the local architecture.”

Keth inclined his head toward the carved screens. “We take pride in the building.”

“I was not speaking only of the building.”

Ṛṣi looked from Maeril to Keth.

Then, very carefully, at a vase of white flowers on the nearest table.

Keth’s smile deepened by a degree that did not become a smirk.

“Then I will try not to obstruct your survey.”

“How generous.”

“We are known for hospitality.”

“I am beginning to suspect that.”

Ṛṣi still had not moved.

Keth turned to him without making the attention abrupt. “And you are wondering whether you are expected to bow, leave, apologize, or defend someone.”

Ṛṣi looked at him.

“Yes.”

Maeril made a sound she smothered too late.

Keth received the answer as if it were ordinary.

“None of those are required. Though we accept bows if sincerely offered, departures if freely chosen, apologies if earned, and defense when requested by the house.”

“That is very clear,” Ṛṣi said.

“We try to make the difficult things clear. The simple things rarely need our help.”

Maeril decided she liked him.

That was also a problem.

Keth’s gaze moved over their clothes again, gentle and merciless.

“You have come directly from the road.”

“The road insisted,” Maeril said.

“It has been loud about you.”

“My hem has always been politically expressive.”

“Today it speaks of mud, ash, travel, and a recent argument with smoke.”

“That is a fair summary.”

Keth glanced toward the main room. Not critically. Practically.

“The main floor is pleasant, but not kind to people still wearing the last three days. I think a quieter place first. Somewhere the furniture will forgive you.”

Maeril looked at her sleeves. “Will the people?”

“The people are less expensive to clean.”

Ṛṣi lowered his gaze to his sandals.

Keth’s voice softened by nothing obvious, which made the tact cleaner.

“You are welcome here as you are. But comfort sometimes begins by not being looked at by a room before one has had water.”

That landed.

Maeril felt her own shoulders notice they had been braced.

“Then yes,” she said. “Somewhere kinder.”

Keth lifted one hand, and a young attendant appeared from nowhere Maeril could identify.

Not magic.

Worse.

Training.

“Tell Sira the road guests have arrived. Alcove three first. Bath prepared after.”

The attendant nodded and vanished through the half-curtained corridor.

Keth gestured, not toward the main room, but along its edge.

“This way.”

They followed.

That made the room move around them differently.

Not because people turned to watch. They did not. Not fully. But the Golden Orchid noticed passage the way water noticed a boat. A woman in rose silk shifted her ankle out of their path without interrupting her conversation. A server carrying a tray of small cups crossed behind them instead of before. One guard near a pillar glanced at Ṛṣi’s staff, then at Keth, then looked away because Keth’s presence had already answered the question.

Ṛṣi saw the glance.

Maeril saw him see it.

“Still wish to apologize?” she murmured.

“No.”

“Progress.”

“I may bow later.”

“Do warn me. I will dress for the occasion.”

Keth led them behind a tall screen painted with pale flowers and cranes. Beyond it lay a small alcove open to the main room through latticed wood and hanging beads. Private enough to breathe. Public enough not to feel trapped.

There was a low table, three cushioned seats, a lamp in blue glass, a basin stand, and a folded cloth laid over the back of one chair as if waiting to become useful. A potted tree with glossy leaves occupied the corner and seemed, somehow, better dressed than either of them.

Maeril sank into one of the cushions before pride could interfere.

The cushion accepted her.

She closed her eyes.

“I have been wrong about furniture.”

Ṛṣi remained standing until Keth’s eyes flicked to the second seat.

“Your staff may rest against the screen,” Keth said. “No one will touch it.”

Ṛṣi looked at him again.

Keth did not smile this time.

“It matters to you,” he said. “So it matters while you are here.”

After a moment, Ṛṣi set the staff carefully against the screen and sat.

Not relaxed.

Seated.

Maeril counted it as victory.

Keth remained standing outside the alcove’s entrance, not inside their space.

“Food can come here. Drink as well. Your room is prepared upstairs. Hot water will follow when you want it, not before. If company is desired, it will be offered. If quiet is desired, it will be protected. If you wish to leave, the door opens outward.”

Ṛṣi listened to that last sentence more than the rest.

Maeril listened to all of it.

“A serious profession,” she said.

Keth looked pleased. “Master Velkos used that phrase?”

“He did.”

“He has some redeeming qualities.”

“I will not tell him. It might encourage more.”

“Wise.”

A sharp sound cracked through the main room.

Not a crash.

Not yet.

A chair shoved too hard. A cup hitting wood. A man’s voice lifting with the particular confidence of someone mistaking volume for injury.

Ṛṣi was on his feet before the second word left the man’s mouth.

His hand reached for where the staff had been before he remembered it was against the screen.

Maeril caught his sleeve.

“Not ours,” she said.

He stopped.

Only because she had said it.

Through the lattice, the room’s shape became suddenly clear.

The disturbance stood near the center: a broad merchant in blue, one hand flat on a table, face red with wine and insult. Across from him, a woman in gold had stepped back, her expression no longer warm. Not frightened. Finished. Two other patrons nearby had gone still.

The house moved.

Not rushed.

Moved.

One guard arrived at the merchant’s left side. Another at his right, far enough away not to threaten, close enough that distance no longer belonged to him. A server removed the cup from the table. The woman in gold took one smooth step backward and found another attendant already there with a shawl over one arm, not to cover her, but to give her something else to do with her hands if she wanted it.

Keth did not enter the room.

He stood at the edge of the alcove, watching in a small mirror set into the screen’s carving.

The merchant said something Maeril did not catch.

The guard to his left answered too softly to hear.

The merchant looked around.

That was when he understood. No one had threatened him. No one had shouted him down. No one had made him important. The whole house had simply rearranged itself so that the next correct step was obvious and every other step would embarrass him.

His shoulders dropped.

The second guard gestured toward a quieter passage.

After a few breaths, the merchant went with him.

Not dragged.

Managed.

The woman in gold accepted the shawl, laughed once at something the attendant murmured, and sat with another table as if the room had merely changed songs.

Music resumed its place.

Conversation followed.

Ṛṣi was still standing.

Maeril’s hand remained on his sleeve.

“This house has guards,” he said.

“This house has boundaries,” Keth said. “The guards are for guests who mistake them for decoration.”

Ṛṣi looked at the main room.

Then at the staff.

Then at the place where the merchant had been.

“He did not strike anyone.”

“No.”

“But he might have.”

“Yes.”

“And you stopped it before he chose that.”

Keth’s eyes warmed. “We prefer prevention. It stains fewer carpets.”

Maeril laughed softly.

Ṛṣi sat down again.

This time, not because the seat existed.

Because the room had proved something to him.

Keth gave him the courtesy of not naming it.

“What would you like first?” he asked.

Maeril answered without hesitation. “A bath.”

Ṛṣi answered at the same time. “Food.”

Maeril turned on him.

“For you,” he said.

“I can want both.”

“I know.”

Keth folded his hands. “Both can be arranged.”

The alcove held them, warm and screened, while the Golden Orchid continued around them in practiced light. The house had not become simple. Ṛṣi still did not quite know where to look. Maeril still had mud on her robe and ash in one sleeve. But the room was no longer an accusation.

It was a place with rules.

For now, that was enough.





Rest as a Profession

The alcove held them without asking what they intended to become inside it.

That was its first kindness.

The main room moved beyond the lattice in softened pieces: lamp-glow, silk, voices low enough to be chosen, music threading through it all with patient fingers. The disturbance had already vanished into the house’s order. A cup had been cleared. A patron had been redirected. The woman in gold was laughing again somewhere beyond the screen.

Ṛṣi sat because the room had proven it knew how to stand.

Maeril sat because the cushion had defeated her.

Keth remained just outside the alcove, close enough to serve, not close enough to claim space.

“Food is being prepared,” he said. “Hot water as well. Until then, what may the house bring you?”

“Wine,” Maeril said at once.

Ṛṣi looked at her.

She looked back. “It is allowed. It is paid for. It is civilized. I intend to encourage all three.”

Keth’s mouth curved. “Red, white, sweet, dry?”

Maeril considered with the seriousness of a battlefield decision. “Red. Something that has never seen a roadside pot.”

“A low but achievable standard.”

“A bottle that feels proud of itself.”

“That we can do.”

Keth turned his attention to Ṛṣi.

Ṛṣi did not answer immediately.

Beyond the lattice, a server passed with a tray of blue cups. Someone laughed softly. A dancer near the hearth lifted one arm while speaking to a seated patron, not performing yet, only moving as if stillness were something she had outgrown. The house breathed around them: warm, clean, managed, full of bodies that knew how to be looked at.

Ṛṣi looked down at his hands.

Then he drew in one slow breath.

Let it go.

“Strong rum,” he said. “Water. Mint tea.”

Maeril’s expression shifted before she could hide it.

Keth only inclined his head, as if the order made perfect sense.

“In that order?”

Ṛṣi paused.

“Yes.”

“Excellent.”

Maeril leaned back, studying him with sudden fondness.

“This is only the second time I have seen him choose to drink,” she told Keth. “Please understand the historical gravity.”

Keth inclined his head to Ṛṣi. “Then I will instruct the rum to conduct itself.”

Ṛṣi lowered his eyes. “That may be wise.”

Keth withdrew.

The alcove settled around the absence.

For a few minutes, nothing happened.

That was stranger than the room.

No one asked where to set a watch. No one groaned from the ground. No wagon wheel cracked. No child leaned too far over a sideboard. No stone waited above the road. The house made its own small sounds and did not require them to answer any of them.

Maeril let her head rest briefly against the cushion behind her.

Ṛṣi sat with both feet on the carpet, hands open on his knees, breathing as if he were learning the room one breath at a time.

Lamp oil, clean cloth, wine somewhere nearby.

Music, voices, no alarm.

Maeril beside him.

No one bleeding.

The tightness in his shoulders did not leave.

It became less certain of its purpose.

Keth returned with a tray and an attendant behind him.

The tray held Maeril’s wine in a glass that made the color look richer than any honest grape had a right to be. Beside it sat a small cup of dark rum, a glass of water, and a covered pot from which mint rose bright and clean.

Over the attendant’s arm lay folded clothing.

Maeril noticed the clothes before the wine, which meant they were very good clothes.

Loose linen, pale cream and soft green, light enough for the warmth of the house. A darker sash. Simple indoor slippers with thin soles. Nothing jeweled. Nothing ridiculous. Everything made for skin that had earned softness.

Keth set the tray down first.

“The rum has been warned,” he said to Ṛṣi.

Ṛṣi bowed his head once, solemn enough that Maeril had to bite her lip.

Then Keth turned to the folded garments.

“And for peace between your bodies and the furniture.”

Maeril reached for the wine.

Then stopped and reached for the clothing instead.

The linen slipped through her fingers like forgiveness.

“Oh,” she said.

Keth gave the smallest nod. “The road is welcome to wait outside.”

“My road has become very attached to me.”

“It may retrieve you tomorrow.”

Ṛṣi looked at the garments, then at his robe.

“I can remain as I am.”

“You may,” Keth said. “But you need not.”

That was the Golden Orchid again.

No pressure.

A door opened outward.

Maeril stood.

“I accept.”

“Of course you do,” Ṛṣi said quietly.

She looked delighted by the accusation. “I have survived rocks, giants, rain, road stew, and three days of socks with opinions. If civilization offers me clean linen, I am not morally obligated to spit in its face.”

“No.”

“I am glad we agree.”

Keth gestured toward the standing screen at the rear of the alcove, painted with cranes, reeds, and a moon too elegant to have ever seen actual weather.

“There is space there.”

Maeril had already unclasped her travel cloak.

Keth’s gaze shifted away by exactly the right amount.

Not absent.

Not theatrical.

Professional.

Maeril liked that more than she expected.

She removed what the road had made of her piece by piece: cloak first, outer robe, belt, pouches, boots stiff with dried mud. None of it was graceful. All of it was glorious. She stepped behind the screen only long enough to pull the clean garment over her head and settle the sash around her waist and tail.

When she came out, the pale green cloth hung loosely from one shoulder and fell soft around her hips. Her hair, freed from the worst of its road ties, spilled darker against the fabric. Bare feet found the carpet and curled once in appreciation.

She lifted both arms slightly.

“Well?”

Ṛṣi had the rum in his hand.

He had not drunk it yet.

That was unfortunate for his dignity, because there was nothing to hide behind.

His eyes took her in, not furtively and not for long.

Long enough.

Then he seemed to search for the correct shape of honesty.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

Maeril’s smile began.

“And less argued with by the road.”

The smile stopped.

Keth’s expression remained perfect.

“You were doing so well,” Maeril said.

“I panicked.”

“Yes,” she said, softening despite herself. “I noticed.”

Keth set her wine near her hand. “Your road clothes will be brushed and aired. Anything torn?”

“Only my trust in weather.”

“We have limited success repairing that.”

“Begin with the robe.”

“As you wish.”

The attendant gathered the road clothes with efficient respect and vanished.

Keth remained long enough for Ṛṣi to lift the rum.

Maeril took her wine and tasted it.

Her eyes narrowed.

Keth waited with the patience of a man whose profession included surviving judgment.

“Well?” he asked.

Maeril looked into the glass.

“This wine has opinions.”

“Favorable ones?”

“Expensive ones.”

“Then it is behaving correctly.”

Ṛṣi lifted the rum.

He drank carefully.

His face held its discipline.

His ears failed him completely.

Maeril hid badly behind the expensive opinions.

Keth’s expression remained perfect.

Keth placed the mint tea within easy reach. “I will be nearby if wanted, absent if not.”

Maeril raised her glass. “That may be the finest service this house offers.”

“We are proud of it.”

Then he left them to the alcove, the wine, the rum, the tea, the music, and the slow work of becoming people with bodies again.

Food came after.

Not a feast. That would have been rude to stomachs still suspicious of kindness. Small dishes arrived quietly: warm flatbread folded under cloth, lentils with garlic and cumin, sliced fruit shining with honey, soft cheese, broth clear enough that Maeril distrusted it until she tasted it.

Her eyes closed.

Ṛṣi looked over.

“This broth has not been punished,” she said.

“That is good?”

“That is holy.”

He accepted this theology without argument.

They ate.

Slowly at first. Then with more interest. The wine warmed Maeril’s chest. The rum put color in Ṛṣi’s face, then the water steadied it, then the mint tea returned him enough to make the whole sequence feel less like indulgence and more like a carefully supervised crossing.

The house continued beyond the lattice.

A woman laughed. A man in blue lost at cards with theatrical injury. A server replaced empty cups before anyone had to ask.

No one needed Maeril.

No one needed Ṛṣi.

The realization arrived quietly enough that neither of them spoke when it did.

Ṛṣi looked once toward the main room when a voice rose too high. Before his body could decide whether to move, an attendant had already bent near the table, said something soft, and the voice lowered into laughter.

He sat back.

Maeril noticed.

“That,” she said, “is rest trying to teach you manners.”

He looked at her over the mint tea.

“I dislike how often rest is correct.”

“You dislike how often I notice.”

“That also.”

The corner of his mouth moved.

Not much.

Enough.

Beyond the lattice, one of the companions passed with her sleeves pinned high, laughing at something said behind her.

Dark ink curled over one forearm.

Not a heavy design. Not permanent, Maeril thought. The lines were too fresh, too fine, meant for the evening and maybe the morning after. Leaves, waves, a few shapes almost like script.

Ṛṣi noticed.

Only that.

His gaze followed the ink for a moment longer than the rest of the room.

Maeril looked from the woman’s arm to his face.

“What?”

Ṛṣi’s thumb moved once along his teacup.

“Ink,” he said.

“On skin?”

“Yes.”

The music moved under the pause.

“You have thought about that,” Maeril said.

He nodded once.

“Not like hers,” he said. “Not temporary.”

“No.”

“Not a little symbol. Not decoration.” He looked down at his hands, then at the wrist where the red cord rested. “Not something for others to look at and decide they know me.”

Maeril waited.

He was not easy with wanting. Duty, pain, training, hunger, cold — those he could name because naming them made them smaller. Wanting did the opposite. Wanting made space.

“Something chosen,” he said. “Something that does not erase what was written before, but does not let it be the last word.”

The wine settled warm behind Maeril’s ribs.

She knew enough of the old marks.

Not all.

Enough.

Some cut into skin. Some trained into breath. Some imposed. Some accepted because once he had not known how else to make pain meaningful.

“Not disguise,” she said.

“No.”

“Not denial.”

“No.”

“An answer.”

His eyes lifted.

“Yes.”

She sat with that for a moment.

Then he said, “I heard once that in Sigil there is a dabus who tattoos as if skin were another kind of wall.”

Maeril stared at him.

“Of course,” she said. “A local artist would be too simple. Start with a creature from the City of Doors who writes in rebuses. Sensible.”

“It would need to be well done.”

“It would need to be impossible, apparently.”

Ṛṣi accepted that with grave dignity.

“Likely.”

Maeril leaned back, studying him.

“You understand most people begin with a sailor near the docks, three cups too many, and a flower they regret before winter.”

“I do not want a bad flower.”

“No,” she said. “You want the kind of artist people hear about once, from someone unreliable, in a city most sensible maps refuse to include.”

His mouth almost moved.

“That sounds closer.”

“To what?”

“To the dream.”

Maeril’s amusement softened.

“All right,” she said. “What would it be?”

His gaze moved inward.

“I do not know.”

“Honest. Irritating, but honest.”

“Something that moves with breath,” he said. “And stance. Hands. Back. Feet.”

“Feet?”

“A monk stands before he strikes.”

“True.”

“And before he heals.”

Also true.

Maeril looked at him differently then. Not with hunger first, though the clean linen and wine and warm light did not make him less lovely. With thought. Shoulders. Wrists. Hands around the cup. Bare ankles under the hem. His body was not an ornament to him. It was practice. Memory. Burden. Instrument. Sometimes prison. Sometimes prayer.

“A becoming,” she said.

The word came quietly enough that she might have missed it if it had not changed his face.

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“Not a thing put on top,” she said. “Not decoration. A becoming.”

“Yes,” he said.

The answer was almost a breath.

For a while, the house carried the silence.

Then Maeril looked through the lattice at the painted arm, the dancer near the hearth, the room full of people who had turned want into work and work into beauty because the world paid for beauty differently than it paid for survival.

“I have one too,” she said.

“A tattoo?”

“No. If I decide to put something permanent on my skin, I intend to make everyone regret asking about it for at least six months.”

“I believe you.”

“A difficult dream.”

Ṛṣi turned toward her fully.

That listening again. Complete enough to be dangerous.

“The green path,” she said.

His expression stayed quiet, but his attention deepened.

“The herbs, the words, the hawk, the old little fragments I keep pretending form a whole.” She looked down at her clean sleeve, pale green under lamplight. “Some of it is mine. Some of it is borrowed. Some of it I learned through books written by people who preferred forests after they had been made into ink.”

“Useful books.”

“Yes. Infuriatingly. But not enough.”

The admission sat between them.

“I want to know what it is when it is not borrowed,” she said. “When the words are not copied from margins. When the roots are under my feet instead of pressed flat in a page.”

“The forest ahead,” he said.

“The Wealdath.”

He nodded.

“I do not want to become some moss-covered parable.”

“No.”

“I have worked very hard becoming this inconvenient.”

“You have succeeded.”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

Her mouth softened despite herself.

“But there are old things there,” she said. “Old laws. Old mistakes. Old power. I can feel the shape of it before I can read it.”

Ṛṣi looked at her hands.

Not as they were now, clean and loosely folded in her lap, but as if he saw them stained green-brown in battlefield water, crushing acorns, speaking wounds quiet.

“You have begun,” he said.

“Badly.”

“Enough to continue.”

Maeril sighed. “Monks are dangerous when encouraging.”

“I will be careful.”

“You will absolutely not. But I appreciate the lie.”

The music changed.

It had been beneath them all along, but now it came forward, softer and slower, with a drumbeat gentle enough to enter through the ribs before the ear noticed. A couple moved near the hearth, laughing when one stepped wrong and then making the wrong step part of the turn. Another joined. Then another. The room shifted to make space.

Maeril watched.

Ṛṣi saw the idea in her face and straightened.

“No.”

“I have not spoken.”

“You looked.”

“My face is allowed ambitions.”

“I do not dance.”

“That is not true. You do not dance where people can see you.”

“That is a meaningful difference.”

“Yes. That is the point.”

He looked toward the moving bodies, the lamps, the silk, the room where attention had become a language he was still learning badly.

Maeril stood and held out her hand.

“We do not have to.”

That mattered.

She wanted him there with her. Wanting could not become a hand closing over his wrist.

Ṛṣi looked at her hand.

Then at her face.

Then, to her surprise, at the staff resting against the screen.

“Is the floor trustworthy?” he asked.

Maeril’s smile came slowly.

“No floor is trustworthy. This one seems well supervised.”

He stood.

Took her hand.

The first steps were not good.

They were also not a disaster, which Maeril chose to count as victory. Ṛṣi moved as if the music were a form with hidden joints and he was trying to discover them without breaking anything. His hand at her waist remained too light. His eyes kept dropping toward their feet until she squeezed his fingers.

“Look at me.”

“I am trying not to step on you.”

“I will inform you if you succeed.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It was not meant to be.”

The next turn was better.

Not graceful.

Better.

He knew motion. Of course he did. Once his mind stopped trying to solve the dance and his body began to hear it, the awkwardness changed. Still present. Less armed.

Maeril guided him with small pressure: fingers, shoulder, breath.

He followed with the solemnity of a man entering a shrine whose god had a sense of humor.

A woman in silver smiled at them as they passed. A man with flowers braided into his beard lifted his cup in silent approval. Ṛṣi noticed both, then looked back to Maeril as if the room could remain bright and impossible around them so long as she stayed the center.

“There are many beautiful women here,” Maeril said.

“Yes.”

Her brows lifted. “That was not the answer I expected.”

“It is true.”

“Dangerous path, monk.”

He considered this with grave seriousness while turning half a beat late.

“There is only one I came with,” he said.

The answer was simple enough to be unfair.

Maeril looked away because the dance required it.

Obviously.

When she looked back, he was still there. Trying. Tired. Warmed by rum and music and the strange mercy of not being needed. Awkward in a clean room, careful with her hand, more present with every imperfect step.

Hers, in no way that owned him.

The music carried them a little farther.

Not far.

Enough.

Maeril leaned a little closer as the turn slowed.

“The pass was almost worth it,” she murmured.

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“Almost?”

“I refuse to flatter giants.”

His hand steadied at her back.

The music went on, and for once the road did not ask anything more of them.





Lies and Shadows





The Wounded Witness

The road had not grown softer after Crimmor.

For two days, Ṛṣi and Maeril walked south with the Trade Way under their feet and the warmth of the Golden Orchid behind them, not as a place they spoke of often, but as something their bodies remembered. Maeril complained with more invention and less venom. Ṛṣi’s silence had loosened around the edges. The packs were still heavy, the road still dusty, the meals still bland, and yet the world no longer felt as if it had to be endured.

On the second afternoon, Maeril looked down the long road ahead and said, “Still south, it looks like.”

Ṛṣi walked beside her, staff touching ground in even rhythm.

“Still south.”

“Good,” she said. “I would hate to discover the road had changed its mind without telling us.”

Ṛṣi looked ahead. “It has been consistent so far.”

“Suspicious, but appreciated.”

The road bent between low fields and a line of wind-bent trees.

That was where they saw the man.

He sat beside a weathered waystone with one shoulder against it and his legs stretched before him, holding himself with the careful dignity of a man who had been forced to stop and meant to make it look deliberate. A walking staff lay across his knees. His cloak was road-brown with dust and travel, though it might once have been a better color. One wrist he held close against his ribs.

Too close.

Ṛṣi slowed.

Maeril saw the change before he spoke.

The man saw them too. His face turned toward them, weathered, lined by wakefulness and pain, with gray threaded through a short beard and hair flattened by travel. At his throat hung a small worn symbol: scales balanced over a warhammer, simple metal polished by years of fingers rather than temple display.

Tyr.

The man tried to rise.

His wrist moved.

His whole face went still around the pain.

“Do not,” Ṛṣi said.

The man stopped.

Not because he was weak.

Because the instruction was correct.

Maeril came to stand a little behind Ṛṣi’s shoulder and looked him over: dusty boots, plain cloak, staff, symbol, swollen wrist, stubborn dignity.

Her expression changed.

Not softened.

Focused.

Ṛṣi crouched in front of him, careful not to crowd. “May I see the wrist?”

The man looked at him more closely.

At the staff. At the wrapped hands. At the stillness.

Then he extended his injured arm with controlled reluctance.

“My name is Teren Boldmark,” he said. “Servant of Tyr.”

“Ṛṣiśūra,” Ṛṣi said.

“Maeril Greenward,” Maeril added.

Teren glanced at her, then at the road behind him.

“I would stand,” he said, “but I have already made one poor argument with gravity today.”

Maeril’s mouth moved.

“Then we should avoid inviting it to continue.”

Teren accepted that with a small nod, as if common sense had often proved difficult but remained worth consulting.

Ṛṣi took his wrist between both hands.

Gently.

The swelling had spread across the joint and into the back of the hand. The skin was hot under his fingers. Not broken open. Not bent wrong. But the flesh had begun to thicken around injury, and Teren’s fingers trembled once despite his effort to keep them still.

“Can you move them?”

Teren flexed his fingers.

A little.

Pain caught halfway through the motion.

Ṛṣi watched his face, not the hand.

“Enough,” he said.

“I can walk.”

“You are not walking on your wrist.”

Maeril made a thoughtful sound. “A rare mercy.”

Teren looked as if he might answer, but Ṛṣi touched carefully along the forearm and the words left him. Not from force. From precision. Ṛṣi’s fingers did not press where pain had already declared itself. They found the places around it, the heat, the swelling, the line of strain up toward the elbow.

“You fell on it,” Ṛṣi said.

“I was pushed.”

Maeril’s eyes sharpened.

Ṛṣi did not stop examining. “By whom?”

Teren breathed once through his nose.

“A man who preferred not to answer.”

“That is a large family,” Maeril said.

“Yes.”

Ṛṣi looked up.

Teren’s gaze moved past them, briefly, to the road behind him. Not fearful. Measuring distance. Remembering direction.

“I asked the wrong man the right question,” he said.

The road seemed to quiet around the words.

Ṛṣi understood enough.

So did Maeril.

Not the names. Not the arrangement. Not the full shape of what had happened.

Only this: a man had asked for truth and been punished for requiring it.

Maeril folded her arms.

“Do all servants of Tyr interrogate armed men alone,” she asked, “or are you unusually committed to becoming roadside evidence?”

Teren looked at her for a moment.

“Only when the armed man lies poorly.”

Maeril’s brows rose.

“That is almost an answer.”

“It is the truthful part of one.”

Ṛṣi returned his attention to the wrist. “This needs rest.”

“That would be inconvenient.”

“Yes.”

The simple agreement seemed to trouble Teren more than an argument would have.

Ṛṣi reached into his pack and took out a small wrapped pot, a strip of clean cloth, and a longer scarf folded tightly around itself. Maeril passed him her knife without being asked. He used it to cut the cloth lengthwise, then set the blade aside.

“This will ease pain,” he said, opening the pot. “Not remove it.”

“I did not ask for it removed.”

“I know.”

The salve smelled of bitter leaf, beeswax, and something sharper beneath. Ṛṣi warmed a little between his fingers before touching Teren’s wrist. His hands moved slowly, not massaging the wound itself, only the safer places around it, coaxing tension away from where swelling had made everything too tight. He paused whenever Teren’s breath changed.

Maeril watched his hands.

No blood. No urgency.

Just a swollen wrist, and Ṛṣi refusing to treat small pain carelessly.

Teren tried once to make a fist.

Ṛṣi’s eyes lifted.

“Do not test pain to prove you can endure it,” he said. “It already believes you.”

Teren’s fingers relaxed.

Ṛṣi wrapped the wrist next. Not tightly. Firm enough to remind the joint not to argue with itself, loose enough for swelling. Then he folded the scarf into a sling, passed it over Teren’s shoulder, and settled the injured arm across his body.

Teren looked down at the result.

“I can free it if needed,” Ṛṣi said. “But if you do not need it, you do not move it.”

“That sounds like judgment.”

“It is care.”

“The distinction matters.”

“Yes.”

Teren looked at him again.

This time the respect in his face was small, but plain.

Maeril crouched to pick up the walking staff and handed it to his uninjured hand.

“So,” she said. “You asked a dangerous man a question, he objected with gravity, and now you are continuing where?”

“The Battlescarred Bard.”

Maeril’s expression flattened.

“The same roof as our supper,” she said.

“It seems so.”

“Wonderful. I was worried the road might run out of bad manners.”

Teren came up slowly, staff in his good hand.

When he straightened, pain crossed his face again—not the wrist this time.

Ribs, Ṛṣi thought. Bruised at least.

Teren said nothing about it.

“You know the inn?” Ṛṣi asked.

“By reputation. By complaint. By records in three towns that contradict one another.”

“That sounds promising,” Maeril said.

“It sounds like a place where people pass through quickly and remember selectively.”

Teren steadied himself on the staff.

“Too much happens between towns,” he said. “Too many men discover that distance makes them brave.”

Maeril’s sharpness eased by one degree.

Not gone.

Adjusted.

“You make a habit of being present when they discover it?”

“When I can.”

“That seems exhausting.”

“It is.”

“And dangerous.”

“Yes.”

“And you continue because the Righteous God enjoys paperwork?”

Teren looked at her.

This time, amusement reached his eyes before he answered.

“The Righteous God enjoys judgment. Paperwork is one of the punishments of civilization.”

They began walking.

Slowly at first, until Teren found a workable rhythm with the staff in his good hand and the injured arm held close in the sling. Ṛṣi walked near enough to catch him if his balance failed, but did not hover. Maeril took the other side of the road and watched the hedgerows, because a man who had been shoved off the road by a liar might not be the only problem the afternoon had kept.

For a while, the only sound was their steps.

Then Maeril said, “You still have not told us the question.”

“No.”

“Was that deliberate?”

“Yes.”

“Because it is private?”

“Because I do not yet know whether it was the right question.”

Maeril gave him a sideways look. “You said it was.”

“I said it was right enough to be answered with violence. That is not always the same thing.”

Ṛṣi looked at him.

Teren noticed.

“I asked why a man carrying three names on three different toll records knew which caravans had refused protection before the caravan masters had spoken publicly of it.”

Maeril’s tail went still beneath her cloak.

“That is a good question,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And his answer was your wrist.”

“And several poor arguments involving my shoulder.”

“Lawful men have died of less sarcasm than I am currently withholding.”

“I appreciate the restraint.”

“You should.”

Ṛṣi’s gaze remained on the road ahead.

“Protection,” he said.

Teren nodded once. “That is the word being used.”

“Not the truth?”

“Sometimes truth wears a useful word badly.”

Maeril glanced at him. “You talk like a temple door carved by a tired mason.”

“Thank you.”

“That was not entirely praise.”

“I accepted the useful portion.”

She stared.

Then laughed once, unwillingly.

Ṛṣi laughed softly.

Maeril looked briefly triumphant.

Teren looked as if he had received useful evidence.

The road continued.

Fields stretched low on either side. A wagon passed north with grain sacks piled high and a driver too tired to be curious. Crows lifted from a fence, complained at the sky, and settled again behind them. The afternoon light lowered slowly toward gold.

Teren walked better after the first mile.

Not well.

Better.

He did not complain. That did not impress Maeril as much as it might have once. She had spent too much road beside Ṛṣi to mistake silence about pain for wisdom.

But he also did not pretend the sling was unnecessary.

That counted.

After another stretch, he said, “You are Ilmaterite.”

It was not quite a question.

Ṛṣi inclined his head.

“Yes.”

“I thought so.”

Maeril looked over. “Is there a secret exchange of meaningful posture among righteous men, or did you simply count the red cord?”

Teren glanced at the cord at Ṛṣi’s wrist.

“The cord helped.”

“I knew it.”

“But the hands first.”

That quieted her more than she expected.

Ṛṣi did not answer.

The road bent again.

Ahead, the Battlescarred Bard rose beside the road, broad and low, with stable sheds at one side and wagons gathered in the yard. Smoke lifted from its chimney. A weathered sign creaked above the door.

Voices carried from within.

Teren adjusted his grip on the staff.

“That is the place,” he said.

Maeril looked from the inn to his sling. “Then you are sitting down before you ask anyone anything.”

“I had considered that.”

“Consider harder.”

They crossed the yard together.





Lips, Table, Ring

Heat and noise took them as soon as they crossed the threshold.

The Battlescarred Bard did not welcome people. It received them, weighed them, and made room only if they pushed hard enough. Smoke lay under the rafters in a brown haze. Grease snapped somewhere behind a serving hatch. Wet wool, spilled ale, horse-sweat, old rushes, and too many bodies made the air thick enough to chew.

The common room ran broad and low, with tables crowded close and benches scarred by knives, mugs, and years of elbows. Travelers filled it wall to wall: merchants with ledgers tucked under their arms, drovers eating like they had forgotten the purpose of chewing, caravan guards with hands too near their belts, a pair of muleteers arguing over dice, three women in road cloaks sharing a pot of something hot, and a thin man with a lute case sitting very carefully beside his chair.

Near the main door, two house guards watched the room with the tired patience of men paid to end arguments before furniture became expensive. Not soldiers. No uniform beyond leather jerkins, cudgels, and the hard practical faces of people who had dragged patrons into mud before.

One glanced at Teren’s sling.

Then at Ṛṣi’s staff.

Then at Maeril’s horns, staff, and circlet.

His eyes moved on.

Trouble, perhaps. Not yet.

A woman swept near the hearth with a short broom, head covered in a plain scarf, shoulders rounded in the invisibility of work. She bent to gather rushes where someone had kicked them loose, shifted a crate aside with her foot, and disappeared behind the movement of a serving girl with a tray.

Maeril saw her only as part of the room.

So did everyone else.

A serving boy pointed them toward a table along the side wall, close enough to see most of the room and far enough from the central crowd to keep Teren’s injured arm from being jostled. Teren sat first, carefully, staff angled against the bench. Ṛṣi set his own staff where his hand could reach it. Maeril took the side that let her see the door, the guards, and most of the room without turning her head too far.

“What passes for supper?” Maeril asked the serving boy.

“Plate-of-gold, ham, stew, chopforest, warrior’s head, bread,” he recited.

Maeril paused. “Warrior’s head?”

“Pickles and garlic.”

“Of course. Why would words mean anything.”

Teren adjusted the sling against his ribs. “I would not advise ordering it by mistake.”

“I am almost tempted to order it on purpose.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

She sighed. “Fine. Stew. Bread. Something hot enough to regret.”

The boy looked at Ṛṣi.

“Stew,” Ṛṣi said. “Bread. Water.”

Maeril gave him a pained look. “We are in an inn. You may ask for ale. It is allowed.”

“I asked for water.”

“Yes, I heard the tragedy happen.”

Teren said, “Sherry, if the house has any that still remembers grapes.”

The boy nodded and vanished into the noise.

For a little while, the room remained only a room.

Maeril leaned back with the alert comfort of someone who could rest only while still watching. Teren answered one of her questions about the Battlescarred Bard’s reputation with three facts and one dry judgment. She pushed back. He did not yield as easily as most men did when she sharpened a sentence at them.

That pleased her.

“It is a peculiar place,” Teren said. “Too costly for its manners.”

“That describes half the Sword Coast.”

“And too useful to avoid.”

“That describes the other half.”

His mouth tightened with amusement. “You speak as if roads have personally offended you.”

“They have. Frequently. With mud.”

Ṛṣi did not answer.

At first, that meant nothing. Ṛṣi could sit in the center of noise and become quiet without leaving the room. Maeril had seen him do it beside caravan fires, in taverns, under rain, after battle. His silence was often only space.

Then his hand stopped near the cup the serving boy had brought.

Maeril noticed because stillness changed differently on him when it was not chosen.

His eyes had gone past Teren.

Across the common room.

Toward a dice table near the middle, where laughter rose too smoothly around one red-faced man in a travel coat too fine for the road dust on it.

The man had merchant written over him in small, careless proofs: soft hands, good buttons, a belt purse heavy enough to be seen, a voice getting louder as his caution drowned. His cheeks were flushed with drink. He leaned over the table like the dice might finally confess something kind.

Four men shaped the space around him.

One sat on his right, easy smile, hand always near the dice. Friend, by the look of him. Guide. Generous companion. He laughed when the merchant laughed and lowered his voice when the merchant lowered his, always keeping the man turned slightly toward him.

Two others had placed themselves where the merchant would find it hard to leave: one near his left elbow, the other behind his bench. Big shoulders. Road clothes. Not drunk enough.

The fourth stood a little away with a cup in hand, watching the room more than the game.

Ṛṣi’s fingers tightened once.

Maeril followed his gaze.

Dice clicked.

The smiling man scooped them up before anyone else touched them. His fingers rolled them in his palm, shook, tossed. They struck wood, bounced, came up bright under lamplight.

The merchant groaned.

Laughter.

Another cup was filled.

Not evenly.

Ṛṣi’s lips moved.

Maeril leaned closer. “Rish?”

He did not look at her.

“Dice,” he said.

Teren turned his head slightly, following Maeril’s attention rather than Ṛṣi’s words.

The smiling man gathered the dice again.

Too quickly.

Too cleanly.

They never truly left him until they fell.

Ṛṣi’s breath changed.

“Too even,” he murmured. “They never leave his hand.”

Maeril’s expression sharpened.

The room did not sharpen with her. It continued: bowls set down, chairs scraping, someone calling for more ale, a burst of laughter from the far side. Ordinary noise. Useful noise. Noise that could hide a smaller thing until it became blood.

The merchant lifted his cup.

The smiling man said something Maeril could not catch and touched two fingers to his lips.

Then the same fingers tapped the table.

Once.

Lightly.

Playfully, almost.

Ṛṣi went still in a way Maeril had never seen.

“Lips,” he breathed. “Table.”

“Ṛṣi,” Teren said, very quietly.

A second man, the one behind the merchant’s left shoulder, turned a ring around his finger with his thumb. Slow. Casual. His eyes did not leave the merchant’s cup.

“Ring,” Ṛṣi said.

Maeril felt the room tilt without moving.

She looked harder.

The merchant sat wrong.

Not trapped enough to notice. Not free enough to leave.

His back was angled away from the room. The smiling man kept drawing him right. The two others crowded the ways out with shoulders and elbows. The standing watcher had a clean view of the door, the guards, and the spaces between tables.

The merchant was drinking.

They were pretending to.

“Are you all right?” Maeril asked.

Ṛṣi did not answer the question.

“Back to the room,” he said. “Right hand keeps him turned. Flankers. Watcher.”

Teren’s face lost its dry amusement.

“What do you see?”

Ṛṣi swallowed.

At the table, the merchant slapped one hand down and barked a laugh too loud to be real joy. “Again. Come on, then. I’ve paid for worse luck than this.”

The smiling man leaned closer.

His voice carried now, just enough.

“No one said luck was free, friend. Roads are safer when a man pays his share.”

The ring turned again.

The cup was filled again.

“Protection,” Ṛṣi whispered.

Maeril looked at him.

The word had not landed like a word.

It had landed like a door opening behind his eyes.

The merchant shoved the cup back. “I paid at the last bridge. I paid at the last yard. I paid your friend in the blue cloak, and if he forgot, that’s not my problem.”

The smiling man touched his lips.

Tapped the table.

The watcher shifted his weight.

One of the flankers moved his boot half an inch, hooking the leg of a chair without looking down.

Ṛṣi stood.

Maeril’s hand went toward him, then stopped.

His staff remained against the wall.

That frightened her more than if he had drawn a blade.

“Rish.”

He was already moving.

Not running. Not stalking. Walking, as if he were only another tired traveler crossing a crowded common room toward a spill, a friend, a better look at the dice.

Maeril rose halfway.

Teren’s good hand closed around the edge of the table. His injured arm stayed trapped in the sling. His eyes moved from Ṛṣi to the dice table, then to the house guards, then back.

“What is he doing?” he asked.

Maeril did not answer.

Ṛṣi threaded through the room without hurry.

A serving girl passed with bowls. He let her pass. A chair scraped back near his knee. He shifted around it.

Without the staff, without raised hands, without challenge in his shoulders, he looked like one more traveler trying to cross a crowded room without spilling anyone’s supper.

The smiling man had the dice again.

The merchant pushed to his feet, face flushed deeper now. “You think I don’t know what this is?”

One flanker said, “Sit down.”

The merchant turned toward him.

The table had almost made its shape.

Ṛṣi reached it first.

His hip struck the edge hard.

Not a stumble.

Not quite a strike.

Enough.

Cups jumped. Ale spilled across the wood in a dark sheet. Dice scattered. One bounced off the table and vanished into rushes. The merchant’s coat took half a cup across the front. The smiling man lurched back with a curse.

“Oh,” Ṛṣi said, and the apology came out breathless, immediate, harmless. “Forgive me.”

The merchant staggered away from the spill, wiping at his coat. “Gods—watch yourself!”

“I am sorry.” Ṛṣi reached toward him. “Are you hurt?”

The smiling man’s eyes snapped to Ṛṣi.

For one clean instant, surprise broke the pattern.

Then the room caught up.

The nearest flanker stood too fast. His chair slammed back into someone behind him. A woman shouted. The merchant tried to step away from the spreading ale, but the second flanker shifted into his path. The watcher’s cup lowered.

Ṛṣi moved closer to the merchant.

Too close to the table.

Too close to the chairs.

Too close to all of them.

Maeril started forward.

The crowd swallowed one step, then another. Too many shoulders. Too many bodies turning toward the commotion. The house guards looked up from the door, attention finally caught but not yet moving. Not yet understanding.

Ṛṣi’s hand touched the merchant’s sleeve.

“Move,” he said, too low for anyone else to hear.

The merchant stared at him, drunk confusion turning toward fear.

The smiling man smiled.

Not broadly.

Just enough.

He understood before the merchant did.

Before the room did.

Before the guards did.

A hand went low.

The table blocked Ṛṣi’s left side. A chair caught behind his calf. The merchant stumbled into him instead of away. One flanker’s body closed the angle. The other shifted to make the accident look like a crowd.

Ṛṣi saw the mistake in the same instant he saw the knife.

Small blade. Low. Fast.

The blade was not drawn with drama.

It appeared low, close, already moving.

Ṛṣi breathed in.

He had meant to take the line before it formed. Spill the drink. Break the table’s rhythm. Step near enough to the merchant that when the knife came, his hand would already be there to turn it aside.

But the merchant had stumbled the wrong way.

The chair had caught behind Ṛṣi’s calf.

The table pressed against his hip. A flanker closed one side. Another body filled the other. The spilled ale made the floor treacherous under his heel.

Too close.

Too many bodies.

No staff.

He saw, all at once, how careless he had been.

Not wrong.

Careless.

The knife was meant for the merchant. If it landed now, the man would die against Ṛṣi’s hands, in a scuffle Ṛṣi had started, while half the room watched and remembered only the monk at the center of it.

The story would close around him before the blood cooled.

Ṛṣi exhaled.

There was no room to make the clean answer.

Maeril saw enough.

Not the whole pattern. Not the old room behind Ṛṣi’s eyes. Only the blade, the bodies closing around him, and the staff still leaning uselessly beside their table.

Her body moved before thought could arrange itself into spellcraft.

She shoved one foot onto the nearest chair.

Someone cursed as the chair rocked under her weight. She caught a beam with one hand, rose above shoulders, and found the line.

For one breath she could see everything that mattered: table, bodies, spilled ale, Ṛṣi trapped with the merchant against him, knife driving in.

No room.

No staff.

No time.

Not abjuration.

No clean circle. No careful ward. No elegant geometry laid between danger and flesh.

Fear tore through her.

Rage followed it.

The Weave answered the part of her that had never needed a spellbook to become dangerous.

A thin sickly ray snapped from her fingers.

It crossed the room in less than a heartbeat and struck the knife-man under the ribs.

His body forgot the knife.

The blade fell short.

His mouth opened. No word came out. His whole frame convulsed once, violently, as if something inside him had seized every organ and twisted. He gagged. Ale, bile, and half-digested supper burst from him onto the table and floor. His knees folded. One hand clawed at his own throat. He hit the rushes hard, retching, shaking, the knife lost beneath spilled drink.

For a heartbeat, the whole Battlescarred Bard stared.

Then the room broke.

Someone screamed, “Magic!”

A bench overturned.

The merchant lurched backward.

Ṛṣi turned toward him.

Maeril stood on the chair, hand still outstretched, heart hammering, the taste of bitter power behind her teeth.

And somewhere near the hearth, where no one was looking, the woman with the broom stopped sweeping.





No Clean Answer

The merchant ran.

For one heartbeat, the whole room opened for him.

Not safely. Not cleanly. But enough.

He lurched backward from the table, coat soaked dark with ale across the front, eyes wide enough that fear had burned half the drink out of him. His heel slid in the spill. He caught himself against a bench, shoved away from it, and stumbled toward the gap between bodies that led toward the hearth and the far side of the room.

Ṛṣi moved after him.

Thought had already come too late.

The room had become a shape he knew: a man turned wrong at a table, witnesses pointed toward the wrong hand, a lie preparing itself before the blood had even arrived. The details were different. The roof was different. The voices were different.

The shape was not.

His staff was still against the wall behind him.

Too far.

His hands were empty.

Too late to change that.

He pushed forward anyway, because the choice behind him was worse than any blade ahead of him.

Move.

One step. Half a turn. His hand reaching for the merchant’s sleeve.

Not this room.

Not again.

The three men left at the table hit him together.

No order. No form. Just bodies.

One arm hooked high across his shoulders and dragged his balance backward. Another drove into his ribs from the side, hard enough to fold breath into pain. The third came low, not striking so much as taking the floor away. A chair leg caught behind Ṛṣi’s calf. Ale slicked under his heel. The table edge blocked his hip.

He twisted once, trying to keep the merchant in sight.

For an instant he saw the man’s back, the ruined coat, one hand stretched before him as if the air itself might catch him.

Then a shoulder slammed into Ṛṣi’s jaw.

The room broke sideways.

He went down in rushes, spilled drink, knees, table legs, and hands.

Maeril saw him fall.

She saw the merchant almost clear the table.

She saw the woman with the broom move.

The woman did not hurry.

That was the worst of it.

The room was screaming now.

A man near the serving hatch pointed up at Maeril, eyes wide enough to make certainty out of fear.

“Witch!”

The word caught faster than truth could.

“Witch! She’s casting!”

A bench went over. Someone shoved backward into a serving girl and sent bowls crashing across the floor. The first knife-man was still retching into the rushes, body convulsing around the sickness Maeril had thrown through him. House guards were turning at the door, seeing height, horns, outstretched hand, and magic before they saw anything else.

Travelers surged back and sideways, trying to become uninvolved before involvement found them.

And in the middle of all that, the woman with the broom stopped belonging to the room.

Nothing dramatic changed.

The woman did not start moving like someone who had found courage. She moved like someone who had been waiting for the room to become useful. The broom lowered by a finger’s width. Her weight shifted off the tired foot she had been pretending to favor. The bend in her shoulders did not vanish so much as become irrelevant.

Work had been a posture.

This was the body underneath.

One hand slid into the bundle of rushes at her hip and came out with a short blade, narrow and dark, made for a sleeve, a boot, a kitchen, a lie.

Maeril’s blood went cold so fast her fingers lost feeling.

The knife-man was not the whole danger.

The table was not the whole trap.

The woman with the broom had been waiting for every eye to go elsewhere.

Her own hand lifted, but the space between them had already become impossible: bodies turning, shoulders blocking, the chair unstable beneath her boots, Ṛṣi gone down under three men, the merchant stumbling straight into the path that had been waiting for him all along.

The woman stepped into that path with the calm economy of someone opening a door she had always known would be there.

The merchant saw her too late.

His face changed, stupidly, humanly, still trying to understand whether she was servant, stranger, obstacle, help.

She caught him with one hand.

Almost gently.

Turned him half a step, as if steadying him.

And cut.

Small movement.

Final movement.

The merchant’s mouth opened. His hands rose as if he meant to argue with her, or plead, or explain that this was not how the moment was supposed to go. No sound came out. Strength left him all at once, from the knees first, then the shoulders. He folded against her, too heavy, too sudden.

She let him fall.

The room did not see it.

The room saw Ṛṣi under three men. Saw Maeril standing on a chair with her hand still raised and bitter magic in the air. Saw the first knife-man shaking in his own sickness. Saw ale, panic, benches, bodies, people shoving back from danger they still had not named.

Maeril saw the merchant hit the floor.

Near the hearth.

One hand open.

Fingers curling once against the boards.

Then still.

Something inside her dropped with him.

Not grief yet. There was no room for grief. Only the terrible emptying knowledge that they had been right, and fast, and not enough.

Ṛṣi did not see.

He saw floor.

Rushes. Ale. A boot heel. The black leg of a table. A smear of sickness spreading between boards.

Then a fist struck the side of his head, and even that small world broke.

Pain flashed white behind his eyes. His cheek hit wet rushes. A knee came down across one arm before he could pull it under him. Someone’s weight drove into his ribs from the side, not clean enough to break, hard enough to steal breath. A hand caught the back of his neck and forced his face toward the boards.

His mouth filled with old ale, dust, and the sour stink of vomit.

He tried to turn.

Could not.

That told him enough.

His arm was trapped before it could fold beneath him. His shoulder had been driven too close to the table leg. The fallen chair caught his hip. The knee against his ribs kept his breath shallow. The hand on his neck killed the line of his spine.

They did not know the form.

They did not need to.

Three bodies and a room had found the same answer.

No base. No breath. No angle.

A hand clamped harder around the back of his neck and shoved his face down again. His breath struck the boards and came back hot against his own mouth.

For a heartbeat, panic went through him so sharply it almost became sound.

Not fear as thought.

Body-fear.

The kind that lived below prayer, below discipline, below the clean place where a monk chose what pain meant.

Every answer his training knew required space.

There was none.

Another weight drove into him.

The floor filled his mouth again.

His body understood before he did.

No more room.

No more form.

No more mercy shaped by choice.

Something deeper answered.

Not calm.

Not holy.

Survival.

Heat woke under his skin.

Not warmth.

Not prayer.

A white pressure gathered in the trapped places first: under the pinned arm, along the crushed ribs, beneath the hand forcing his neck down. It did not rise like light from heaven. It came like blood deciding it would rather become fire than stop moving.

Another hand grabbed him.

The heat found it.

One of the men hit him again.

The light struck back.

It broke out of him too close to be beautiful.

White at the edges. Gold only where the eye could survive it. Heat rushed along his skin, through cloth, through the hands holding him down. The man pinning his arm screamed first. His palm tore away with the smell of burned hair and scorched leather. The weight across Ṛṣi’s back lurched hard enough to slam into the table. Another curse became a cry when his sleeve smoked against Ṛṣi’s shoulder.

The men recoiled.

Not enough to free him.

Enough for his body to find the next answer.

Ṛṣi dragged his trapped arm under himself and pushed.

His first attempt failed. His elbow slid in spilled ale. A boot struck his ribs. The breath he had found vanished again.

He pushed anyway.

Not cleanly. Like a body refusing the floor because the floor had become another hand holding him away.

One knee under him.

A foot.

The table edge smoked under his palm. Not flame—only a darkening print, heat sinking into the grain as if the wood were being branded.

He rose through smoke and recoiling men.

The light came with him.

Not flame.

Radiance.

White-gold pressure clung to his skin, close and brutal, too near to look at directly. It did not burn like oil or hearthfire. It burned like noon forced into a room too small to hold it. Eyes watered. Sweat sharpened. Damp wool steamed where it brushed him. The rushes under his knee darkened and curled.

The men nearest him looked not at his face, but at the space between his body and theirs, where the air bent thin around the heat.

One of the attackers tried to close again.

Brave, or stupid, or too deep in the plan to understand that the plan had changed.

Ṛṣi’s hand found a mug.

Clay. Wet. Heavy enough.

He did not think about it.

He drove it into the man’s face.

The mug cracked. The man’s nose went sideways with a sound softer than it should have been. He folded over the bench and slid down out of sight, taking a bowl and half a loaf with him.

Ṛṣi stood over him, breathing hard.

Blood ran warm from the inside of his mouth. One eye watered from the blow to his head. His hands shook once before he closed them.

Two men remained before him.

They had blades now.

Half-drawn.

Not raised.

One held his too close to his own thigh. The other had the point forward, better, but his wrist trembled.

Neither came forward.

Good.

They were learning distance.

Close enough to cut him if he let them choose the moment.

Too close.

Ṛṣi’s eyes cut across the floor.

Mug. Broken chair. Fallen bowl. Knife under a boot, too far and wrong besides. His own staff still lost beyond bodies and tables.

Then wood.

A plain traveling staff lay half under a bench, kicked aside when the room broke.

Not his staff.

Enough.

Ṛṣi took it and moved before either man decided.

The staff came up hard and flat across the space between them.

Not a strike meant to finish.

A door slammed in wood.

One attacker jerked back before the end could crack across his mouth. The other raised his blade and caught the staff badly; the impact rang through his wrist and turned the knife off-line. Ṛṣi stepped with it, one foot finding ale-slick floor, the other braced against a table leg, and swept the staff back across their faces again.

They gave ground.

A handspan.

Then another.

Good.

Now there was room to breathe.

His fingers closed. His feet set. His breath came lower, still rough, still hot, but shaped now by something his body understood.

The two men saw the change.

One had blood on his sleeve where the light had kissed him. The other held his blade near his thigh, point angled wrong because fear had taken the wrist first. They had helped make the room. They had helped turn the man. They had helped bury Ṛṣi under bodies so the blood could land where it was meant to land.

Now they looked at him as if the room had made a mistake by letting him stand.

The borrowed staff moved a finger’s width.

Both men stopped breathing.

Heat shimmered between them.

Ṛṣi did not strike.

He held the distance and made them choose fear.

Maeril looked toward him.

Of course she did.

He stood in the broken middle of the room with another man’s staff in his hands, blood at his mouth, light burning close against his skin. The two men before him had remembered fear. The air around him bent thin with heat. Smoke lifted from the table edge where his palm had branded the wood.

He was standing.

That was the first thing her heart understood.

He was standing, and that should have been enough for one breath.

It was not.

Because Maeril had seen the merchant fall.

Because Ṛṣi had not.

Because the room had already taken more than one body could watch.

The strike came from behind.

No warning.

No sound she knew how to use.

Only a sudden pressure in the room’s wrong place, a killing line driving up toward the soft place below her ribs while her eyes were still on Ṛṣi.

The blade did not enter.

For the smallest part of a heartbeat, it should have.

Cloth should have split. Skin should have opened. The knife should have found the warm, terrible depth beneath her ribs.

Instead, the strand of protection she had drawn around herself that morning pulled taut.

No flash. No visible shield. No grand circle springing bright around her. Only a hard invisible answer, close against her body, as if the knife had struck a second skin made of refusal.

The blade stopped where Maeril should have opened.

The assassin had committed all her weight to flesh the knife did not find.

Her wrist buckled.

Her balance broke.

Then her body hit Maeril’s back.

The chair tipped.

Maeril’s boot slipped off the seat. Her hand clawed for balance and found nothing useful. Her staff struck the floor somewhere below her and skidded away.

Then she fell.

Shoulder first.

The impact knocked the breath out of her. Her horn clipped the edge of a table hard enough to ring through her skull. Rushes slapped against her cheek. For a heartbeat the room vanished into white sparks and came back as floorboards, boots, screams, and the taste of blood where she had bitten her tongue.

The woman fell with her.

Not collapsed.

Fell and recovered.

That was the difference.

Maeril rolled half onto one elbow, vision swimming. The assassin was already moving through the wreck of their fall, one knee under herself, one hand searching the rushes with the calm desperation of someone who had lost a tool, not a purpose.

The short blade lay near Maeril’s hip.

Closer to the assassin’s hand.

Too close.

Maeril reached for her staff and found only empty floor.

The woman’s fingers closed on the knife.

Maeril came up to her knees.

Not far enough.

The assassin came with the blade low, face emptied of disguise now. No broom-woman. No tired servant. Her mouth was tight. Her eyes were clear. Pain had reached her and been put aside.

Maeril had no room for a proper ward.

No staff.

No clean geometry.

No clever angle written in blue-white lines between flesh and blade.

Only Ṛṣi burning somewhere beyond her.

Only the merchant dead beside the hearth.

Only this woman coming again because the first killing had worked and the second had not.

Fear opened inside Maeril like a door into heat.

Not the clean kind.

Not the book kind.

Something older than her spellbook and uglier than the careful circles she preferred. Something with horn-black nails, abyssal blood, green skin, old hunger, and the simple truth that if the world kept reaching for what she loved, she would become worse than the hand reaching.

The assassin lunged.

Maeril’s mouth opened.

The magic came up from somewhere low and bitter.

Not words.

Not a gesture.

A taste.

Rot-green, metal-sharp, sour enough to flood her tongue and make her throat seize before the spell left her. Her jaw clenched around it for half a heartbeat, and then her body rejected it forward.

Green. Wet. Hissing.

It struck the woman full in the face.

Not a graceful bolt. Not a scholar’s spell. A close, vicious burst that splashed across cheek, mouth, nose, eyes, and began working the instant it touched. The assassin’s breath broke into a scream. Skin went raw beneath the acid’s kiss. One eyelid snapped shut too late. Smoke or steam lifted thinly where the green slick clung and ate.

The knife missed.

Barely.

It cut through Maeril’s sleeve instead of her throat, close enough that the cloth parted cold before pain had time to decide whether skin had followed.

The assassin’s hands flew to her face.

Too late.

She crashed into Maeril anyway, momentum carrying her forward, scream breaking into choking as the acid worked. Her weight drove Maeril back down. Maeril’s shoulder hit the boards again and pain tore through her so sharply that, for a heartbeat, everything narrowed to the need not to black out under a murderer’s body.

The woman writhed across her, alive, blinded, hands clawing at her own burned face.

Maeril shoved at her.

Once.

Weak.

Again, with more hate than strength.

“Get off,” she tried to say.

It came out wrong. Blood and acid-bitter air made the words useless.

The woman screamed again.

Somewhere beyond them, Ṛṣi’s borrowed staff cracked against wood or blade. Someone shouted. Someone else sobbed. The room smelled of burned hair, scorched wool, vomit, spilled ale, and now the sharp green bite of acid eating what it had touched.

Maeril twisted, trying to see him.

Could not.

The assassin’s weight trapped one leg. Her own shoulder screamed when she tried to push up. Her staff was still gone. The chair was broken beside her. Boots moved too close to her face, then away, then back again. The whole room had become legs, shadows, screams, and wrong stories.

But the woman with the broom was no longer moving toward Ṛṣi.

No longer moving toward anyone.

That would have to be enough.

For one breath.

Only one.

Then the house guards arrived.

They came in hard.

Not with questions. Not with truth. With cudgels, leather gloves, shoulders lowered, boots finding purchase in ale and rushes because this was the work they knew: stop movement first, sort blame later if anyone important required it.

One guard drove into the nearest standing attacker and took his knee out with a cudgel stroke that folded him sideways into the table. Another caught the second man by the collar and belt and hurled him into the wall hard enough to knock the blade from his hand. The knife vanished under feet. Someone screamed. Someone else shouted for space and made none.

The sickened man tried to crawl.

A boot pinned him between the shoulder blades.

The man Ṛṣi had struck with the mug groaned once, rolled wrong, and was kicked onto his stomach before his hands could find his face.

The woman with the burned face shrieked when two guards seized her wrists.

Maeril felt the weight lift from her leg only because rough hands dragged the assassin off her.

For half a breath, there was air.

Then a knee came down beside her ribs.

A hand caught her shoulder. Another seized her wrist and wrenched it behind her back.

Pain flashed through the joint hard enough to turn the room white at the edges.

“Do not cast,” someone barked near her ear.

“I’m not—”

Her cheek hit the floor.

“Do not cast.”

The words were not an instruction. They were a verdict already being enforced.

Maeril tasted dirt, blood, and the sour green bite still clinging to the back of her tongue. Her staff lay somewhere beyond reach. Boots moved around her. The burned woman was still screaming. The room had become weight and orders and everyone deciding what she was before anyone asked what she had done.

“Witch,” someone said again.

Closer now.

Less frightened.

More useful.

Maeril tried to lift her head.

The hand on her shoulder drove her back down.

Across the broken tables, the guards stopped short of Ṛṣi.

They had numbers.

They had cudgels.

They had the practiced brutality of men who had broken worse brawls than this and dragged bleeding patrons out by the heels.

None of them wanted to be first.

Ṛṣi stood with the borrowed staff angled between him and the room.

Every line of him looked ready to break forward if the wrong hand moved first.

Smoke still lifted in thin threads from the branded table edge.

The air around his skin had stopped roaring, but it had not become safe. Heat clung to him, close and white-gold, pressing outward through breath, cloth, clenched hands.

One guard reached.

Stopped.

His gloved fingers hovered a handspan from Ṛṣi’s sleeve, then drew back as if the air itself had teeth.

“Drop it,” another guard said.

Ṛṣi heard him.

He also heard Maeril on the floor.

He heard the burned woman choking on screams. Heard the two remaining attackers being beaten into stillness. Heard the room shaping him into the largest danger it could understand.

The light wanted to stay.

It wanted hands away from him.

Away from Maeril.

Away from the floor.

Away from every wrong thing still moving.

His grip tightened around the borrowed staff until the wood creaked.

A guard lifted his cudgel higher.

Another shifted left, trying to find an angle that did not put him too close.

Ṛṣi’s jaw clenched so hard the muscle jumped beneath the skin.

If he fought them, more bodies would fall.

He knew that.

Knowing did not make the light gentle.

He pulled one breath in through his teeth.

Held it.

Forced the radiance down.

Not away.

Down.

Inch by inch, like closing his fist around a coal inside his own ribs.

The air stopped bending first. Then the steam from his sleeve thinned. The white at the edge of his skin sank inward, leaving heat, blood, and the terrible shape of a man deciding not to strike.

The guards still did not move.

Ṛṣi lowered the staff.

His hands did not open easily.

He made them.

The staff dropped.

It struck the floor once and rolled against a broken bench.

The first guard came in fast, fear making him rough. His cudgel struck Ṛṣi’s wrist hard enough to numb the hand. Another slammed into his side. Hands seized his arms, shoulders, robe, the back of his neck.

Ṛṣi let them.

Not softly.

Not peacefully.

His whole body was still braced to break them if he had to. The light still burned under his skin, contained only because he held it there. His breath shook once and steadied badly.

They wrenched his arms behind him.

A leather-gloved hand shoved between his shoulders.

Someone kicked the borrowed staff farther away.

Maeril saw enough through boots and pain to know he had surrendered.

Not surrendered.

Held himself still while frightened men put hands on him.

That was different.

The guards did not know the difference.

They only knew they could touch him now.

So they did.

Harder than they needed.

Not as hard as they feared they might have to.

The room began to settle under their weight: men pinned, blades kicked away, Maeril held down, furniture broken into barricades of accident and panic. The screaming did not stop. The sobbing did not stop. The smell of burned hair and acid and old ale did not leave.

But movement stopped.

For one breath, the house owned the room again.

Not truth.

Only bodies.

Then the guards turned him.

Not gently.

A hand shoved his shoulder. Another pulled his arm higher behind his back until pain ran clean through the joint. Ṛṣi went with it because resistance still lived under his skin, waiting for permission, and he would not give it any.

He had made himself still.

He had made himself held.

He had forced the light back under his skin.

The room moved in pieces as they forced him through it: broken bench, spilled ale, a man groaning into the rushes, Maeril’s hand flat against the floor where a guard held her down. She was alive. Hurt. Pinned. Furious.

Alive.

That entered him first.

Then the rest.

The burned woman screaming into her own hands. The sickened knife-man pinned under a boot. The two men from the table beaten low. Teren half-risen beyond the wreckage, face pale, one arm trapped in its sling, unable to cross the room any faster than truth could.

The merchant was not there.

Not in the place Ṛṣi had last seen him.

That was good.

For the smallest part of a heartbeat, his mind accepted the mercy it wanted.

The merchant had run.

The merchant had made it past the table.

The merchant had found the gap.

The scuffle, the light, the staff, the guards—all of it had been the price of one frightened man getting away from the blade meant for him.

Then the guards dragged Ṛṣi another step.

And he saw the hearth.

The man lay on his side beside it.

One hand open.

Fingers curled slightly, as if they still expected dice to fall into them.

His coat was dark below the ribs.

Too dark.

Blood had spread under him in a slow, quiet shape, black where firelight touched it wrong. One boot had twisted beneath the other leg. His mouth was open a little, not in speech anymore. Not in fear anymore. Only open.

Ṛṣi stopped breathing.

The room went very far away.

No cudgels.

No shouting.

No heat.

Only the hand.

Open.

Empty.

The murder-room from his childhood came back from somewhere deep enough that he had never fully buried it.

Not clearly.

Not kindly.

Only in pieces: a cup filled for someone who should not drink it. A laugh used to turn a man’s head. Hands placed where exits should have been. A watcher near the edge, doing nothing because doing nothing was his part. A blade meant to make blood. A second story already waiting to explain why the blood had deserved to fall.

He had known that shape before he knew names for it.

Known it from doorways.

From corners.

From being small enough that no one guarded their signs around him.

A child could see the room becoming a trap and still be too small to break it.

But his hands were not small now.

That was what broke him.

They were not small.

They had moved. They had struck. They had burned. They had held. They had obeyed him when fear should have made them useless.

They had done everything the child’s hands could not do.

And still.

The man lay beside the hearth.

“No,” Ṛṣi said.

It was barely sound.

The guards kept moving him.

The hand stayed open.

“No.”

Louder.

Not command.

Not argument.

Refusal.

No, not after he had seen it. No, not after he had moved. No, not while there might still be one breath hiding under all that blood.

His body went before thought could stop it.

He drove one foot under himself and pulled toward the hearth.

“Let me go.”

The hands on him tightened.

“Hold him!”

“Let me go!”

He was not trying to strike. He was not trying to flee. He needed to reach the man. Turn him. Find the pulse. Find the last warmth under the jaw, the last flicker in the chest, the narrow door between breath and no breath before it closed completely.

“Let me go!”

From inside him, it was mercy.

From outside, it was a burning man fighting restraint toward a bleeding body.

A guard cursed behind him.

Another arm locked across his chest. Someone grabbed his robe near the throat. The light under his skin kicked once, hard, answering panic before discipline could catch it.

He clenched down on it.

Too late to look harmless.

Too late to explain.

The merchant’s hand lay open beside the hearth.

Ṛṣi pulled again.

A cudgel struck the back of his head.

White burst through him.

For one terrible instant he was still reaching.

Then the room vanished.

The floor rose.

And there was nothing.





The Lie Fails

Ṛṣi woke to stone under his cheek and pain behind his eyes.

For a moment, there was no room.

Only pressure.

A white throb at the back of his skull. A taste of iron and blood. The dull memory of hands holding him, of light trying to get out, of a body on the floor where no body should have been.

He breathed in too fast.

Pain answered.

He stopped moving.

The floor was cold. Rough. Not cell-stone, not quite. More like a storeroom that had learned the work of a cell when the inn needed one: stone walls, heavy door, a small barred slit too high to see through, sacks pushed into one corner, old tack hooks along one wall. The smell of leather, spilled beer, dust, and someone else’s vomit scrubbed badly away.

A holding room.

Not a prison.

Bad enough.

“Careful,” Maeril said.

Her voice came from somewhere above and to his left. Dry. Tight. Alive.

Ṛṣi turned his head.

Too quickly.

The room tipped.

He shut his eyes until the nausea pulled back.

When he opened them again, Maeril was sitting with her back against the wall, knees drawn up, one hand pressed to her shoulder. Her hair had half-fallen from its pins. A bruise darkened along one cheekbone. One horn had a smear of blood near the base. Her wrists were red where rope or rough hands had held them.

Her eyes were clear.

Angry enough to cut glass.

“I have decided,” she said, “that I miss the Golden Orchid’s furniture.”

Ṛṣi swallowed. His mouth felt too dry.

“Are you hurt?”

“Yes,” she said. “But not in any interesting new way. Mostly the floor and I disagreed several times.”

He tried to push himself up.

The back of his head flared.

Maeril shifted forward at once, then stopped herself before reaching for him too quickly.

“Slowly,” she said.

He obeyed because the room gave him no choice. Elbow under him. Breath. Another breath. Then sitting, one knee bent, one hand against the floor, head bowed until the black sparks at the edge of his vision faded.

For a few heartbeats, neither of them spoke.

Then the memory finished arriving.

The merchant near the hearth.

The open hand.

The blood.

“No,” he said.

The word came out small.

Maeril’s face changed.

Not softened.

Opened, in pain.

“The merchant,” Ṛṣi said.

She did not make him ask twice.

Maeril’s face saddened.

She looked away, briefly, toward the wall.

Not to hide the truth.

Only because saying it would have been crueler.

When she looked back, Ṛṣi understood before she spoke.

“I saw him fall,” she said.

The room held the words badly. There was nowhere for them to go.

“I saw him,” Ṛṣi said. “At the end.”

“I know.”

“I tried to—”

“I know.”

He pressed one hand against his thigh. His fingers curled into the cloth.

Maeril’s voice lowered. “The woman killed him. The one with the broom.”

Ṛṣi looked up.

“She moved after you were down,” Maeril said. “Fast. Quiet. No one was looking at her because everyone was looking at us. I saw her cut him.”

The words struck cleanly.

No comfort.

No accusation.

Only the truth, because anything else would have been worse.

Ṛṣi stared at the floor between his knees.

“We stopped the first blade,” she said.

His jaw tightened.

“Not the second.”

“No.”

Silence.

From beyond the door came muffled voices, a shout, boots crossing boards, then fading. The inn still lived outside them. That felt obscene.

Maeril watched him for a long moment.

Then she said, “What did you see before it began?”

Ṛṣi did not answer.

Not because he meant to refuse.

Because the answer had too many doors.

Maeril waited.

Outside, someone barked an order. Metal scraped. A man groaned. Somewhere farther away, a woman cried once and was quieted.

Ṛṣi touched the red cord at his wrist and found his fingers shaking.

“My parents served Cyric,” he said.

Maeril went very still.

“They called themselves lawmakers. They were not.”

Her eyes did not leave him.

Ṛṣi looked at the stone floor. The cracks in it. Dust settled in the lines. A black hair caught near one of the tack hooks.

“There were rooms like that,” he said. “Not always inns. Not always dice. But the shape was the same. A man made angry. A lie prepared. Witnesses pointed the wrong way. Blood in the middle, and afterward everyone remembered what they were meant to remember.”

Maeril’s mouth tightened.

He swallowed.

“I remember little from when I was young. Less than I should. But I remember that.”

His voice stayed flat because anything else would break.

“The lips. The table. The ring. The drink. The way they turned him. The watcher. The man whose task was not to kill, but to make sure the room became useful afterward.”

His fingers closed around the cord.

“I was young,” he said. “I was useful. I knew the signs.”

Maeril looked away for one breath.

Not because she did not want to see him.

Because something in her face had become too sharp to aim at him.

Then she looked back.

“Sounds charming,” she said. “Can’t wait for the next family reunion.”

The joke landed where it needed to land.

Not on the wound.

In front of it.

A thin breath left him. Not laughter. Not quite. Enough.

Maeril shifted, wincing as her shoulder answered.

“You were not the one who drew the blade,” she said.

Ṛṣi’s gaze lifted.

She held it.

“You were not the one who cut him.”

“I started the scuffle.”

“You stepped into one already made.” Her voice hardened. “There is a difference.”

He looked down again.

She let him.

Then, more quietly, “Next time you step in front of a killing blow, bring the staff.”

His mouth moved once.

Almost.

“It would have changed the room.”

“I know.”

“They would have seen a weapon.”

“I know.”

“They would have moved sooner.”

“I know.” Her eyes flashed. “And without it, you nearly died on the floor while I stood on a chair throwing sickness like an angry swamp hag. I am allowed to dislike parts of your plan even when I understand them.”

That, somehow, reached him more cleanly than comfort.

He bowed his head.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Footsteps stopped outside the door.

A key turned.

Maeril’s hand moved instinctively toward where her staff should have been.

It was not there.

The door opened.

Teren stood in the gap with a house guard behind him.

He looked older than he had on the road.

The sling still held his arm against his body. His face had gone pale under the weathering, and sweat stood near his temples despite the room’s chill. His cloak was dusty, and one sleeve had blood on it that did not seem to be his. In his good hand, he held a folded paper and a small leather case.

Teren’s eyes moved first to Maeril.

Then to Ṛṣi.

“Conscious,” he said. “Good. That saves time.”

“Mostly,” Maeril answered.

“That may have to suffice.”

The house guard behind him did not look pleased. He was one of the men from the room, square-shouldered, with a fresh red mark across one hand.

Teren glanced back at him.

“I will speak with them alone.”

The guard’s mouth tightened. “They used magic in my common room.”

“Yes,” Teren said. “One spell stopped a knife. The other stopped a murderer.”

The guard did not like that either.

Teren did not raise his voice.

“I am a magistrate in this jurisdiction until someone better qualified arrives to regret the paperwork. You have four restrained men, one injured woman, a dead merchant, thirty witnesses who saw half of what happened, and at least three who are already lying badly. Give me the room.”

The guard looked at him.

Then at Maeril.

Then at Ṛṣi.

His gaze lingered on Ṛṣi’s face, as if remembering heat.

“Door stays open,” he said.

“No,” Teren replied.

The guard’s jaw worked.

Teren waited.

At last, the man stepped back. “You shout if they start anything.”

“If they start anything,” Teren said, “you will hear my disappointment before my shout.”

The guard muttered something and moved away.

Teren closed the door.

For a moment he leaned his weight on it.

Only a moment.

Then he straightened and crossed the small room with the careful gait of a man whose body had submitted a formal complaint and received no answer.

Teren lowered himself onto an overturned crate with more control than comfort.

“Good news,” he said. “The lie failed to become clean.”

Ṛṣi looked at him.

Teren held up the folded paper. “The table of four was not a table of gamblers. Two names are false. One matches a complaint made outside Purskul. One carries a mark under the left arm that several witnesses have now remembered seeing after I asked the correct question loudly enough.”

Maeril’s eyes narrowed. “Cyric?”

“Close enough that a priest will be summoned before anyone sensible sleeps.”

Ṛṣi’s hand closed.

Teren saw it.

“The woman with the broom is alive,” he said. “She is badly burned. She will not be answering questions kindly, but she is alive. Her blade was hidden in work gear. Several people remember her being where no servant was assigned. One stablehand saw her change scarf and apron before the hour turned.”

Maeril let out a slow breath.

“And the merchant?” Ṛṣi asked.

“The wound matches her blade,” Teren continued. “Not yours. Not Maeril’s spell. Not the first knife.”

Ṛṣi closed his eyes.

Teren’s voice remained steady. “I cannot make the dead man less dead. I can make the murder answerable.”

Maeril looked down.

For once, she had no sharp line ready.

Teren opened the leather case and withdrew a small seal. “I have enough to hold the captured ones and force the local authority to treat this as a prepared murder, not tavern violence. The house guards are angry. They are also not fools. They know they were used.”

“And us?” Maeril asked.

Teren looked at her, then at Ṛṣi.

“You are released,” he said. “But you cannot stay.”

The words settled harder than the room allowed.

Maeril’s posture changed. “Why?”

“Because this was not one table.”

Teren folded the paper again with his thumb against one edge, slow because his other hand could not help.

“Protection money. Toll records under false names. Caravan lists known before they should be. A merchant killed in a room full of witnesses so the story could frighten the next five who heard it.”

He looked toward the door, where the inn’s noise pressed against the wood.

“These people are not wandering blades. They are dug into the road.”

Ṛṣi’s face went still.

Teren looked back at them.

“And now they know your faces.”

Maeril’s tail went still.

“Yours especially,” he said to her. “A green tiefling witch who sickened a knife-man from a chair and burned the hidden killer’s face. That will travel.”

“How flattering,” Maeril said.

“It is not flattery.”

“I know.”

Teren turned to Ṛṣi. “And you. A monk who burned three men by standing up.”

Ṛṣi said nothing.

“There may have been watchers whose only task was to see who interfered and carry word if the room broke wrong. I cannot prove that. I would be a fool to assume otherwise.”

Maeril rubbed one hand over her face. “So we are released into a road that wants us dead.”

“No,” Teren said. “You are released into a room that will become a road wanting you dead if you remain here long enough for word to find friends.”

She looked at him.

“That distinction is hateful.”

“Yes.”

Ṛṣi pushed himself more upright despite the pain.

“What do we do?”

“You leave.”

Maeril laughed once. No humor in it. “That is your legal advice?”

“It is my human advice. My legal advice is to stay, give testimony, wait for proper authority, and trust that truth will be valued before convenience.”

He paused.

“Do not take my legal advice.”

Maeril’s eyes sharpened with reluctant approval.

Teren leaned forward.

“You go south. Not by the obvious road where you can be counted from every yard and watched from every inn. You stay off the main track when you can. You cross the harder ground before they organize. If you can reach Trademeet, you may become difficult to touch.”

“Trademeet,” Ṛṣi said.

“Yes.”

“That is not close.”

“No.”

Maeril looked at Ṛṣi’s head, his bruised face, the way he was sitting too carefully.

“He can barely stand.”

“I know.”

“I am sitting here with a shoulder that currently believes it belongs to someone I dislike.”

“I know.”

“And your answer is mountains.”

“My answer is movement before men with knives regain the right angle.”

Silence.

Teren looked at Ṛṣi.

“If they catch you in the hills,” he said, “be prepared to meet your god as a martyr.”

Maeril’s expression went flat and cold.

Ṛṣi did not look away.

“I would rather frighten you now,” Teren said, “than bury you politely later.”

Ṛṣi breathed once.

Then nodded.

Maeril pushed herself to her feet too quickly, winced, and made anger do the work pain had objected to.

“Does Tyr often call it mercy when he throws injured people at mountains?”

“No,” Teren said. “Usually we call it jurisdiction.”

She stared at him.

Despite everything, despite the room, despite the dead merchant, despite the fact that Ṛṣi still looked one breath from falling over, the corner of her mouth twitched.

“I hate that you are good at this.”

“I have been told it is an acquired defect.”

Ṛṣi braced one hand against the wall and stood.

The room swayed.

Maeril stepped toward him, then stopped when he found his balance.

He swallowed.

It hurt to watch.

“Then we move,” he said.

Teren stood more slowly. “There is one more thing.”

Maeril closed her eyes in disbelief.

“There is a ruined chapel south of the harder crossing. Abandoned village. No one sensible sleeps there unless they must.”

“Sensible people have been disappointing all day.”

“I have used it before,” Teren said. “It is not comfortable. It is dry enough. More importantly, it is overlooked because people prefer roads, inns, and places where a pursuer can ask questions.”

Ṛṣi listened.

Teren gave them the direction in a few spare sentences: a marker stone, a broken culvert, a line of trees where the road bent, the safer way to approach without cutting across the worst ground. He did not repeat himself. Maeril did, once, accurately, so he knew she had taken it.

Then he handed her a small wrapped packet.

She looked at it suspiciously.

“Salve,” he said. “From your pack. I asked for your things.”

“You searched my pack?”

“No. I made a guard bring it, then asked him whether he wished to argue with an injured wizard after what he saw tonight.”

Maeril took the packet.

“That was wise.”

“Yes.”

Teren looked at Ṛṣi. “Your staff is outside. Take it and do not let anyone persuade you to leave it behind again tonight.”

Ṛṣi inclined his head.

“I hear you.”

“Good. Listening is sometimes the beginning of wisdom.”

Maeril looked at him. “You really cannot help yourself.”

“No.”

For a moment, none of them moved.

Then Teren’s face changed.

Only slightly.

The dry authority remained, but something quieter stood behind it.

“I stay,” he said. “The dead man needs a name properly kept. The lies need binding before they breed. The inn needs someone to tell it what it saw.”

Ṛṣi looked at him.

“You should rest.”

“I intend to rest when truth becomes less needy.”

Maeril gave him a look. “That sounds like something a man says before collapsing in a corridor.”

“I chose my god poorly for comfortable timing.”

“Apparently.”

He turned toward the door, then paused.

“Be grateful,” he said, “that if you must flee, you are fleeing beside someone worth following.”

Maeril blinked.

The words had been aimed at her.

She recovered almost at once.

“That was manipulative.”

“Yes.”

“Rude.”

“True.”

“Worse.”

Teren opened the door.

The noise outside entered at once: men arguing, someone groaning, boards creaking under hurried feet, the Battlescarred Bard trying to turn murder back into order.

The house guard waited beyond the threshold with two packs, two staffs, and a face that had not forgiven anyone.

Maeril took her staff first.

Her fingers closed around it like a promise.

Ṛṣi took his own.

For a breath, his hand rested on the wood, and the room steadied by one degree.

The guard stepped aside.

No apology.

No explanation.

Only space.

Teren remained in the doorway as Ṛṣi and Maeril passed.

“South,” he said.

Maeril looked back. “Try not to die of paperwork.”

“I will defend myself with margins.”

“Good. Aim for the throat.”

Teren’s mouth tightened with tired amusement.

Then the holding room was behind them.

The common room had been cleared enough to make a path. Tables stood crooked. Rushes had been kicked into bloody clumps. A dark stain remained near the hearth where the merchant had fallen, partly covered now by cloth.

Ṛṣi saw it.

His step faltered.

Maeril’s hand found his wrist.

Not pulling.

There.

He looked at the covered shape.

No.

The word did not leave him this time.

It stayed in his chest, heavy and alive.

Then he moved.

They crossed the Battlescarred Bard under the hard eyes of house guards, frightened travelers, and people who would spend the next tenday telling the story wrong before Teren could make them tell it better.

Outside, the night had gone cold.

The road south waited without mercy.

Maeril tightened her cloak around her bruised shoulder and looked at Ṛṣi.

He was pale. Blood had dried near his ear. His eyes were too clear for a man who should have still been lying down.

“Rish,” she said.

He turned.

For once, she had no joke ready.

So she gave him the only useful thing left.

“Staff.”

He looked down at it.

Then his grip tightened.

“Yes.”

They stepped away from the inn’s light and into the dark road beyond it.





A Merciless Road

The Battlescarred Bard fell behind them one lantern at a time.

First the door, loud with voices and accusation. Then the yard, churned by hooves and boots. Then the last smear of window-light across the road, thinning through rain until the dark took it.

Ṛṣi did not look back.

Maeril did.

Only once.

Then she turned south.

The night had gone cold enough to make every bruise honest. Rain moved in fine needles across the road, not heavy yet, but steady, the kind that found seams, slipped under collars, and made leather remember it had once been skin. The main road stretched ahead in a dark ribbon, open and known, ready to carry news faster than wounded people could walk.

Maeril stopped where the roadside dipped into wet grass and thorn.

She did not explain.

She looked at the road.

Then at the dark beside it.

Then at Ṛṣi’s pack, his staff, and the way he stood too carefully beneath the weight of both.

Finally, she looked at the spare boots tied outside his pack: the soft elven courier boots they had taken from the pass, too quiet for honest road-walking and too useful for tonight.

Ṛṣi followed her gaze.

For a breath, he did not move.

Then he sat on a low stone, loosened the wet wraps of his sandals, and drew the elven boots free.

No argument.

No philosophy.

Only fingers working in the rain.

Maeril watched the road while he changed.

Her staff rested in one hand. The spell was already waiting in the other.

When Ṛṣi stood again, his steps made almost no sound in the wet grass.

“Now,” she said.

The word was barely there.

Magic passed from her over them both, cool and thin as mist drawn across skin.

Ṛṣi looked down and saw nothing of his own body. Not his hands. Not the red cord. Not the staff in his grip. Only rain striking empty air and vanishing where cloth and flesh should have caught it.

Maeril’s breath sounded beside him.

“Come.”

They left the road.

The first ditch taught the night its rules.

It looked shallow until Ṛṣi stepped down and mud swallowed his foot to the ankle. The bank slid under him. His pack dragged sideways, pulling at bruised ribs, and his staff-point sank deeper than expected before finding stone.

He caught himself.

Not cleanly.

His knee struck the bank. His shoulder jarred. Breath left him through his teeth.

For a moment, Maeril did not move ahead.

Rain marked the space where she stood, invisible and waiting.

Ṛṣi found his balance.

Then she moved again.

They climbed the far side without speaking.

The land beyond the road was not wild. Fields, drainage cuts, scrub lines, low broken fences, thorn clumps, old paths that began honestly and vanished into mud. Places where people had shaped the ground for work and then left it to weather. Every hollow held water. Every slope promised footing and took it back.

Maeril moved slightly ahead.

He could not see her, but he knew where she was by the places rain failed to fall, by the sound of her staff touching only when needed, by the faint compression of grass bending under an unseen foot.

She knew how to read the dark.

Not like a scout counting enemies. Like someone listening to land before it lied. She found the higher ground in a field that looked flat. Chose the ditch crossing where reeds grew thinner. Avoided a black stretch of mud before Ṛṣi knew why, then he smelled it, foul and deep, and understood she had saved them from sinking to the knee.

Once, she stopped so suddenly that he almost walked into her.

A wagon creaked somewhere on the road behind them.

Both went still.

The wheels passed north, slow and muffled by rain. Voices carried for a moment, blurred by weather. Men speaking low. A horse snorting. Then the sound faded.

They waited longer than caution needed.

Then Maeril moved again.

The invisibility faded after a time. The world returned in fragments: her cloak first, then the curve of one horn dark with rain, then the white of her knuckles around the staff.

She did not cast again immediately.

No waste.

Only when they crossed a stretch of open ground where the road bent near enough for lanterns to search did she stop, draw breath through her teeth, and cover them both a second time.

Ṛṣi accepted it.

His head had begun to throb in rhythm with his steps.

The ache settled deep: behind his eyes, behind his teeth, behind thought. The guard’s blow had loosened something in him. The scuffle had emptied the rest.

When he bent under a branch, the inn flashed white again.

The merchant’s hand.

Open.

Almost holding dice.

Ṛṣi put the image where pain belonged.

Not gone.

Carried.

Breath.

Step.

Staff.

Again.

The rain thickened.

Maeril stopped under the ragged cover of a thorn tree and looked toward the road.

“This helps us.”

Ṛṣi glanced at the mud pulling at his boots. “It does?”

“Yes,” she said. “It hurts anyone following us too. And it makes people look for roofs instead of shadows.”

He nodded.

They kept moving.

The ground climbed, and after a while the ascent turned treacherous.

Near a line of broken trees, Maeril stopped long enough to look at a dark fold in the land where stones leaned together under thorn and rain.

“We could stop there,” she said.

Ṛṣi followed her gaze.

“Shelter, maybe,” she added. “A little dry ground. Enough shadow to sit unseen until morning.”

Ṛṣi stood still for a moment.

“No,” he said.

Maeril looked at him.

He did not explain.

He did not need to.

She turned from the hollow, and they kept moving.

After that, the night lost its shape.

There was mud, then stone, then grass slick enough to become mud again. There were ditches crossed by touch and slopes climbed on hands as much as feet. Branches dragged at packs. Rain found the seams of their cloaks. Water ran down Ṛṣi’s neck, under Maeril’s collar, into boots, sleeves, and every place warmth had tried to survive.

By the time the dark thinned toward morning, the land had begun to fall away beneath them.

Not gently.

The descent came in broken shelves of wet stone, roots, clay, and narrow animal paths that vanished whenever they were needed most.

Ṛṣi stopped beside a fallen tree.

Not because he chose to.

Because his body did.

Maeril stopped a few paces ahead and turned back.

He sat on the trunk slowly, staff between his knees, both hands resting on the wood. Rain ran from his hair into his beard. His shoulders rose once, badly, as if even breath had become a hill.

Maeril came back.

For a moment she said nothing.

Then, quietly, “Do you need more than a moment?”

Ṛṣi closed his eyes.

The question entered him with the rain, the cold, the pain behind his eyes, the bruises under his ribs, and the memory of the merchant’s open hand. He let all of it settle. Not away. Down. Into the place where pain could be carried if it was given shape.

One breath.

Then another.

Maeril watched him.

Not praying. Not resting. Not pretending he was stronger than he was.

Returning.

He returned to his breath. To his hands. To the staff. To the next step waiting beyond the one that had stopped him.

After a while, he opened his eyes.

“Let’s go,” he said.

Maeril knew him. Knew his intolerable discipline, the severity of it, the way he built walls inside himself just to remain standing.

She had thought it was how he survived being alive.

Now she understood it was also how he made himself present when the moment demanded more than pain, fear, or exhaustion should have allowed.

That did not make it gentler.

Only truer.

She nodded.

Ṛṣi stood.

And they went down.

The descent took the rest of the morning.

At first, it was worse than the climb: wet stone under mud, roots hidden by grass, narrow paths that broke apart whenever the ground steepened. Then, slowly, the land began to loosen. The slopes widened. The trees thinned. Fields opened below them in dull green and brown, washed clean by rain.

The rain softened with the light.

Not stopped.

Only gentled, as if the sky had spent its anger and had nothing left but exhaustion.

A pale breach opened in the clouds somewhere ahead. Through it, daylight came thin and colorless over the low country.

Maeril looked at it for several breaths.

Then she said, “I have enjoyed staying awake until morning for better reasons.”

Ṛṣi’s mouth moved.

Barely.

“Have you?”

She glanced at him through wet hair and a bruise-darkened eye. “Do not become smug. You are currently one of the less enjoyable reasons.”

“Currently.”

“That is the word doing all the mercy in that sentence.”

They kept moving.

Teren’s directions became useful after the descent: the broken culvert half-choked with leaves, the old marker stone leaning away from the road, the line of trees where no sensible traveler would turn unless someone had told them to. The path beyond it was not truly a path anymore. It was a memory of one, swallowed by grass, thorn, and rain.

They followed it anyway.

The abandoned village began by pieces.

A wall first.

Then another.

Low shapes under rain. Roofless houses, or what had once been houses. Doorways without doors. A well capped with stone and weeds. No lights. No voices. No dogs barking to announce strangers.

At the far end, above the rest, stood the chapel.

It had not fallen completely.

That was its first mercy.

The little tower had lost its bell. One side of the roof had given way, spilling broken slate and old beams into the nave, but the other side still held: sagging, dark with rain, stubborn over a narrow strip of stone floor. The doorway stood open. Moss filled the cracks around it. Rainwater ran down the front stones in thin shining lines.

Maeril stopped before the threshold.

She listened.

Ṛṣi stood beside her, one hand tight around his staff, the other hanging still at his side because lifting it would have cost too much.

Nothing moved inside.

No voice.

No breath.

Only water dripping somewhere deeper in the ruin.

They entered carefully.

The chapel smelled of wet stone, old ash, bird droppings, and wood that had been damp too many times to remember fire kindly. A broken altar stood at the far end, cracked across its middle. Benches had been shoved aside or scavenged long ago. One corner had collapsed under the fallen roof, but the wall beside the vestry still held, and there the floor was mostly dry.

Someone had used it before.

Not recently.

But not in another age, either.

A ring of blackened stones marked an old fire. Charcoal lay crushed beneath damp ash. A strip of leather had been tied around a nail and left there, stiff with age. A length of frayed rope hung from a beam where someone had once fastened canvas or a cloak against the draft. Near the wall, someone had stacked broken boards under a fallen shield of slate to keep them from the rain.

Maeril saw the place and understood its purpose at once.

Not home.

Not safety.

A place where people stopped because stopping elsewhere was worse.

“There,” she said.

The word had almost no strength left in it.

Ṛṣi followed her gaze to the dry corner.

They checked the rest anyway.

Briefly. Poorly, perhaps, by the standards of rested people. Well enough by the standards of bodies that had crossed a night without sleep.

Maeril looked behind the altar and into the vestry arch. Ṛṣi tested the side door, found it half-blocked by stone but not sealed, and left it as a possible way out. No fresh tracks. No warm ash. No food scraps. No blanket, no bottle, no knife-cut bread crust, no sign that anyone had slept there in the last few days.

Good enough.

Maeril set down her pack.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then she bent, slowly, and began gathering what dry wood remained under the slate.

Ṛṣi lowered himself beside the old fire ring and helped with one hand. The other stayed on his knee. His fingers did not quite trust themselves.

They built the fire small.

Hidden.

No proud flame. No bright invitation through the broken doorway. Just a low, careful heart of heat coaxed between blackened stones, fed with splinters, shielded by slate, smoke guided up into the damp shadow where the broken roof already leaked gray into gray.

Maeril worked the canvas next.

Hands shaking now, but still useful.

She tied one edge to the old rope-marked beam, fixed another to a cracked bench, and weighted the lower corners with stones. Ṛṣi helped where she pointed. Together they made a poor little wall between the dry corner and the rest of the chapel, enough to keep some heat close, enough to hide the fire’s glow from the doorway unless someone knew where to look.

Then came the bedrolls.

Damp canvas. Wet straps. Blankets that had drunk rain despite every buckle and fold. They spread what they could near the fire, not too close, turning the little corner into something between a shelter and an apology.

Maeril sat back on her heels and stared at it.

“This is dreadful,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked at the canvas, the fire, the stone, the rain beyond the doorway.

“Yes.”

She nodded once.

Then, after a moment, “It will do.”





South by Choice





Safe Enough

By the third morning in Trademeet, the room no longer felt borrowed from danger.

It was small enough that Maeril had learned its edges by injury.

The bed took both of them only if she remembered where Ṛṣi’s ribs still hurt and he remembered that her shoulder did not appreciate being crowded. The narrow cot had become a table for packs, folded cloaks, spare cloth, and the road-clutter they no longer needed to keep ready for flight. Their cloaks hung from two wall pegs, dry at last. The washbasin by the shuttered window still held the faint gray ring of road dirt from the night before. A chair with one short leg guarded Ṛṣi’s staff, Maeril’s satchel, and nothing more dangerous than a heel of bread wrapped in cloth.

Even the floor had become familiar.

It creaked when Maeril shifted her weight near the basin. It creaked when Ṛṣi crossed too carefully after waking. It complained softly, every time, but it had stopped sounding like warning.

Outside, morning moved without urgency.

Cartwheels over packed earth. A mule objecting to life. Voices rising in market rhythm below the shutters—coin, bread, oil, cloth, someone arguing that the weight was short and someone else taking offense in a voice that had clearly practiced.

No hooves stopping hard in the yard.

No fist on the door.

No stranger asking after a green tiefling woman and a monk with bruises on his face.

No road-rumor finding them before breakfast.

Teren had said Trademeet would be safe enough.

Not safe. He had been too honest a man to promise that. Safe enough. Large enough for strangers, ordered enough for questions to move slowly, far enough from the Battlescarred Bard that a lie would need legs before it reached them.

Maeril had known him less than a day.

She had trusted him anyway.

That still surprised her a little.

So she lay still and let the morning prove him right.

The room answered with dust in a bar of sunlight, the faint smell of boiled grain from downstairs, and Ṛṣi breathing beside her. Slow. Heavy. Not disciplined into shape. Not measured against pain. Sleep, plain and deep enough that his body had finally taken what it was owed.

Good.

She let her head turn on the pillow.

A cut at his mouth had dried to a dark line that would crack if he smiled too sharply, which was fortunate, because smiling too sharply was not a habit of his. In sleep, the severity of his face had loosened. No temple discipline. No careful answer waiting behind the eyes. Only exhaustion, breath, and bruised plainness.

Maeril watched him for one breath longer than necessary, then looked away before tenderness became a task she would have to explain to herself.

The shutters rattled in a mild morning wind.

Ṛṣi stirred.

Not with the hard jerk of a man waking to danger. His fingers flexed first. Then his breath changed. His eyes opened and found the ceiling, the room, the window, her.

He did not move at once.

That, too, told her things.

“Still alive?” she asked.

He considered the question with offensive seriousness. “Apparently.”

“Good. I hate wasting inn money.”

His mouth moved.

Then pain caught it before it became a smile, and his mouth settled back into a careful breath.

Maeril pushed herself up on one elbow. Her own shoulder complained, a bright line down the joint where the fall at the Bard had left its opinion. Her tongue found the place she had bitten. Still sore. Still there. The acid taste was gone at last, though memory supplied it whenever she thought too long about green wet hissing across a woman’s face.

She did not think too long.

They had made it here after leaving the chapel.

One more day of guarded travel from the abandoned village, every rise watched, every cart heard before it appeared, every human shape on the road measured twice. Trademeet had not arrived like rescue. It had appeared slowly: roofs first, then smoke, then wagons, then the blessed ordinary ugliness of people more interested in selling onions than hunting fugitives.

They had taken the first inn that looked incurious enough.

The woman at the counter had asked for coin.

Not names.

Not explanations.

Coin, number of nights, whether they wanted water sent up, whether they would be wanting breakfast if they woke before the pot soured.

Maeril had nearly kissed her.

Still, no one had come for them.

Only food. Water. Sleep. Pain easing its grip one finger at a time.

Ṛṣi sat up slowly.

Maeril watched him closely.

He moved carefully but cleanly: hand to bedframe, breath held low, weight shifting through hip instead of ribs, spine finding its line. The bruise near his eye had darkened, but his gaze was clear. When his feet touched the floor, he paused only once.

“Bad?” she asked.

“Better.”

“That was not the question.”

“It is the answer least likely to make you order me back into bed.”

“Ah. Monk honesty. Technically present, morally irritating.”

“Wizard concern,” he said. “Technically kindness, mostly threat.”

She pointed at him. “Careful. I can still make it a threat.”

They washed in turns.

Cold basin water over Maeril’s face, then her hands, then the place where her sleeve still remembered the knife. Clean cloth at Ṛṣi’s mouth. A careful breath when he lifted one arm too high. Maeril tied her hair back while watching him in the basin’s dull reflection.

He noticed.

“I can dress myself,” he said.

“I am supervising the room.”

“The room is grateful.”

“It should be.”

Downstairs, someone laughed.

Maeril froze for half a heartbeat.

The laugh was only a laugh.

She breathed out through her nose and reached for her belt.

Ṛṣi did not comment.

When they went down, the common room was already working through morning: bowls, cups, bread, thin porridge, a plate of fried something that had once been noble enough to deserve a name. The innkeeper’s daughter came by with hot water and said, “Market’s full today,” in the tone of someone announcing weather.

Maeril thanked her.

The girl looked at her horns once. Her tail once. Then at the coins Maeril set down.

No flinch. No sign against evil. No whispered prayer. Only an efficient hand taking payment and a second glance at Ṛṣi’s bruises that carried more curiosity than judgment.

Trademeet, Maeril decided, had manners.

Or better: Trademeet had commerce.

Commerce had uses.

They ate downstairs because hiding in the room had stopped being rest and started becoming another kind of fear.

Porridge. Bread. Something fried that Maeril stole half of when Ṛṣi ate too slowly to defend it.

“You were disrespecting it,” she said.

“I was eating.”

“Too slowly. Same crime.”

He let her keep it.

No one cared about them for more than a glance.

That was safety, Maeril thought as they stepped back into the morning yard.

Not kindness. Not trust.

The right to pass through a morning without becoming its problem.

Beyond the inn gate, the market was already loud with stalls, carts, voices, food, and ordinary people making ordinary trouble.

Maeril breathed it in.

“If I stay in this room another hour,” she said, “I will begin rearranging furniture according to moral significance.”

“The chair is guilty,” Ṛṣi said.

“The chair knows what it did.”

Maeril felt something in her wake.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s see what kind of trouble honest commerce can become.”



Trademeet opened around them in the full working noise of morning trade.

The market filled a broad space near the town’s trade stones.

Wagons stood in uneven rows, their teams unhitched or half-unhitched while drivers argued over prices. Stalls leaned under patched awnings. Cloth hung in bright folds. Barrels of oil and grain sat beside coils of rope, bundles of candles, sacks of salt, smoked fish, mule shoes, needles, knives, and travel cloaks.

Food smoke moved through everything.

Hot bread. Onions. Spiced meat over coals. Sweet cakes cooling on a tray while a child shouted prices at anyone foolish enough to look hungry.

Everywhere, people argued over prices with the bright indignation of those who expected to leave alive afterward.

Maeril breathed in.

Her attention went first to the browned cakes folded around dark fruit, then to meat skewers hissing over coals, then to a stew pot thick with beans, onion, and sausage.

Civilization, apparently, had survived.

Ṛṣi followed her gaze to the pot.

“That,” Maeril said, with grave reverence, “is food.”

“Yes.”

“Actual food.”

“Yes.”

“Food that remembers being loved.”

He looked from the stew to her face, then back to the woman serving it.

“Two bowls?”

Maeril considered the question as if it had theological weight.

“Three.”

Ṛṣi blinked. “Three?”

“I am still deciding whether to forgive the last several days. The third bowl is emotional compensation.”

The pot woman grinned and ladled with respect.

Maeril took the first bowl in both hands. Steam rose against her face, thick with pepper, onion, fat, and the sort of salt that knew exactly how much work a body had done. She tasted it and closed her eyes.

Not perfect.

A little too much pepper because someone had tried to hide thin stock. Beans soft at the edge. Sausage better than the pot deserved. Onion cooked long enough to surrender properly.

“Beautiful,” she said.

Ṛṣi accepted his bowl and watched her over the steam. “Good?”

“No. Sacred. Different category.”

“Ah. I see why the third bowl.”

“Right?”

They stood near the edge of the stall and ate while the market moved around them. Maeril criticized the stew under her breath with great tenderness. Ṛṣi ate slowly, and little by little the heat put life back into his face.

Something in Maeril unclenched.

There were worse ways to remain alive than standing in a market with hot food and a monk who had not died despite the world’s ongoing enthusiasm.

They ate until the bowls were empty, Maeril returned them with visible regret, and then the market took them onward.

At first, Maeril stopped everywhere.

Herbs. Wax. Maps. Paper. Bone needles fine enough to make her suspicious. A charm stall that smelled of cedar, iron filings, and theatrical confidence.

Each stop had justification.

The justifications became increasingly ambitious.

Ṛṣi followed with the patience of a man who had chosen the road and now accepted its consequences.

After a moment, he stopped at a leatherworker’s stall.

Waxed thread hung in small tied bundles. Awls lay in a roll of dark cloth. Soft leather scraps had been sorted by thickness, and a row of little stoppered bottles caught the light beside a block of pale beeswax.

Maeril noticed at once.

Not the stop itself. The quality of it.

His attention had changed. The market noise remained, but something in him had gone inward, toward an object not yet visible.

She followed his gaze to the thread.

Then the wax.

Then the oil.

Then, finally, to his pack.

“Ah,” she said. “The boots.”

Ṛṣi nodded.

Cleaning them had only made the damage honest. The mud was gone from the seams and soles. The torn stitch showed clearly now. So did the scuffed toe, the strained leather, the places where another foot had taught them shape before the road put them in Ṛṣi’s hands.

Ṛṣi reached toward a bundle of fine thread, then stopped before touching it. He looked at the leatherworker.

“What weight?” he asked.

The man looked him over. Bruised face, quiet hands, road-worn robe, staff. Then he took down three bundles without comment.

Ṛṣi rolled each between thumb and forefinger. Not testing strength only. Texture. Twist. Wax. How much give before pull became cut.

Maeril watched him with interest.

“You know thread,” she said.

“I do.”

He selected one bundle. Then a second, finer one. He took beeswax from the next stall, soft cloth, a small awl, and oil he smelled once before rejecting.

Maeril opened one of the bottles, smelled it, and frowned.

“Too harsh.”

Ṛṣi took the bottle from her, touched a drop to his thumb, and rubbed it against his forefinger.

“For softening, yes,” he said. “For cleaning old leather before the stitch, no. It may help.”

Maeril narrowed her eyes at the bottle, offended by nuance.

“I dislike when substances have conditions.”

“They often do.”

“That sounded like a monk answer.”

“It was an artisan’s answer.”

The man grunted. “He’s right.”

Maeril looked wounded.

The leatherworker produced a smaller stoppered bottle from beneath the table.

Maeril opened it, smelled, and tilted her head.

“Better. Still wants something green.”

“For?” the man asked.

“Boots,” Maeril said. “And for the feet of a monk who believes suffering builds character.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“What?” she said. “I respect your discipline. I refuse to smell it for three days.”

The leatherworker looked at them and named a price.

Maeril argued it down.

When they stepped away, Ṛṣi carried thread, wax, soft cloth, and the awl. Maeril carried the oil as if she had just saved the south road from a preventable tragedy.

Maeril made it three stalls farther before stopping again.

Not for food this time.

She looked toward the southern edge of the market, where road-sellers had gathered in the practical shade of a canvas awning: maps, cheap route-books, charcoal sketches of wells and shrines, little folded guides for people who preferred not to learn plants by dying of them.

Ṛṣi followed her gaze.

“Yes,” he said.

“I had not explained yet.”

“You were about to explain that we are walking south with repaired intentions, insufficient local knowledge, and a dangerous confidence in roads drawn by strangers.”

Maeril looked at him.

“That was annoyingly close.”

“I listen.”

“Do not make that sound virtuous. It is unsettling.”

They bought a map first.

Then a second map, because the first was too clean to trust.

Then a small stitched guide to the plants and beasts of the Wealdath margins, its cover rubbed soft by hands that had likely needed it outdoors. Maeril opened it before they had finished paying.

The first pages were useful.

The next pages were dangerous in a different way.

Not because of poison signs or badly drawn mushrooms, though there were both. Because a heading near the middle of the booklet stopped her hand.

Forest of Tethir and Wealdath Margins.

Maeril went still.

Ṛṣi looked over her shoulder, but he watched her more than the page.

There were notes on mosses, bark resins, streamside growths, old shade, white-veined vines not to cut, mushrooms that loved wet roots, and plants the guide described with the nervous caution of people who had learned respect by surviving mistakes.

Maeril touched the page as if it might move.

“A real forest,” she said.

“You have known forests.”

“Not like that.” Her voice had gone quieter. “Not old like that. Not elven-old. Not roots through kingdoms and wars and stupid men drawing borders on things that were breathing before their grandfathers learned to count.”

The market kept moving around them.

Maeril did not.

Ṛṣi understood then that this was not only useful knowledge. Not only ingredients, maps, and road sense. This was one of the places she had wanted before the road had made wanting feel impractical.

“Ah,” he said softly.

She swallowed.

“Yes.”

Then, because sincerity could not be left unattended for long, she added, “And if I become insufferable about moss, you are required to admire it properly.”

“I will admire the moss.”

“Not politely. Properly.”

“As if it were morally significant.”

She looked up at him.

“That is alarmingly close.”

He looked back down at the guide.

The forest interested him differently. Not as a book of green things waiting to be named, but as silence, footing, attention, and the kind of movement a person could only learn from terrain that punished carelessness. If there were elves in that forest, if there were people shaped by it, then even watching them from a respectful distance would be more instruction than he had any right to expect.

“I would not mind seeing how people move in a place like that,” he said.

Maeril’s expression softened.

“No. I suppose you would not.”

They stood a moment longer with the guide between them and the market around them, both of them looking south now.

Trademeet had given them rest.

The road was offering something else.

They returned to the inn for their packs before midday. By the time the market noise began to thicken toward afternoon, they were already leaving it behind: food wrapped, maps secured, guidebook tucked close, repair materials packed where rain would have to fight to reach them.

At the southern edge of town, the Trade Way opened ahead.

No music. No sign in the sky. Only ruts, dust, low grass, hedges, and distance.

But it was their distance now.

Maeril adjusted her satchel, glanced once toward the road behind them, then faced south.

“Come on,” she said. “Before I buy a third map just to correct it.”

Ṛṣi set his staff to the road.

Together, they left Trademeet behind and walked toward Mosstone, toward the Wealdath, and toward the old green world that had given them both a reason to keep going south.





Gift for the Forest

By the second morning out of Trademeet, the road had stopped feeling like an escape.

That was not the same as safe.

The Trade Way was still ruts, distance, weather, and whatever waited past the next line of hedges.

But it was theirs again.

Ṛṣi carried his staff loose in his right hand. His pace stayed steady enough to avoid argument. The first day south had tested what rest had given back to him and what it had not: ribs that still answered deep breaths, a shoulder that disliked the pack, and a bruise near his eye that Maeril had declared insulting but promising.

He had kept walking.

So had she.

Trademeet was behind them. Ahead, if the map was not lying too ambitiously, Mosstone waited somewhere along three days of road near the Wealdath’s edge.

Mosstone was no city. Only a small walled caravan town near the Wealdath: enough to matter on the road, not enough to make the forest feel distant.

Maeril had already argued with both maps about it.

The better map gave distance with irritating confidence. The worse one had two scratched notes, a crooked line, and a stain near Mosstone that might have been rain, wine, or a previous owner’s bad meal.

She trusted the stain more.

“This road is beginning to show manners,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked where she looked.

Old wheel-ruts held last night’s damp. Grass leaned over the road’s edges, wet enough to brush their boots when they walked too close. Fields still opened beyond the ditches, but the hedges had thickened. Small woods gathered in the low places. Moss had begun to take liberties with stone.

The road still ran south.

But green had started walking beside it.

The market supplies traveled with them now, wrapped deep in their packs: thread, wax, oil, cloth, the awl, the small practical things that would matter only when hands were ready to use them.

The boots traveled with them too.

By late afternoon, Maeril glanced toward a low stand of trees off the road, then to the ditch where water kept the ground dark.

“We will want a place off the road tonight,” she said. “Dry if the gods feel unusually cooperative. Screened if they feel merely adequate.”

“For camp?”

“For work,” she said.

Then, lighter, because the word had landed with weight, “And because if I am going to improve oil with something green, I would like the green thing to have the courtesy of being present.”

Ṛṣi’s hand tightened once around the staff and eased.

“Yes,” he said.

They kept south at a chosen pace, the forest not yet reached but already beginning to change what the road offered under their feet.



Maeril found the first useful thing where a wagon rut had failed to become a puddle.

She stopped so suddenly that Ṛṣi took one more step before turning back.

To him, the place looked like a damp stone at the edge of a ditch, with hedge-root and moss gathered around it.

Maeril crouched.

“Oh,” she said.

Recognition.

She touched nothing at first. Her hand hovered over the moss, then shifted to a bead of amber resin hardened where the hedge-root had split against stone.

There.

That was what she had seen.

“Useful?” he asked.

“Very.”

“For the oil?”

“For the oil, the leather, and the preservation of my professional dignity.”

He accepted that.

She leaned closer and smelled the air above the moss rather than the moss itself. Then she pinched one small leaf between fingernail and thumb, not breaking it, only turning it enough to see the underside.

“This one stays,” she said.

“The leaf?”

“The patch. Too young. It would smell correct and behave badly.”

Ṛṣi looked upward for half a breath, faintly exasperated, then looked back down at the patch.

Maeril smiled without looking at him.

“Like several men I have known.”

Maeril pointed to the shaded side of the stone.

“Older moss,” she said. “That part.”

Then to the amber bead hardened where hedge-root had split against stone.

“And that. Only what has already dried. The fresh wound stays with the hedge.”

Ṛṣi looked closer.

Now that she had shown him, the patch changed. Not all moss. Not all root. Growth, age, damp, damage, use.

Maeril sat back on her heels, pleased with herself.

“You see? Useful. Beautiful. Devastatingly correct.”

“I see moss and resin.”

“And this is why the road is fortunate to have me.”

She shifted aside and drew the small flat knife from the repair kit, offering it handle-first.

“Under the edge, not through the root,” she said. “If it fights you, it wins.”

Ṛṣi took the knife and knelt.

He did not cut at once.

His free hand settled near the stone, not on the moss, while he found the mat’s edge by sight and then by touch. The knife slid beneath the darker growth, shallow enough to avoid the living hold below. He eased upward slowly. The moss lifted in one damp piece, heavier than it looked, green darkening where water clung to it.

Maeril watched his fingers.

Ṛṣi cupped the moss before its own weight could tear it.

He separated only what had loosened. When a strand held too firmly, he left it.

The piece came free damp and whole.

He laid the piece on soft cloth and folded the edges around it loosely.

“Good,” Maeril said.

Then, because leaving praise alone was apparently beyond her discipline, she added, “Suspiciously good, actually.”

Ṛṣi glanced up.

“That is praise,” she said. “Do not make it difficult.”

“I would not.”

“You would. Quietly.”

They worked the hedge-line for another quarter hour.

Maeril chose. Ṛṣi gathered.

A little hardened resin where bark had already closed around the wound. Two leaves from the outside of a healthy patch, none from the heart. A pinch of darker moss from stone that had held damp through the day. Nothing stripped. Nothing torn. Nothing taken twice from the same living place.

Maeril found more than they needed and left most of it where it grew.

Ṛṣi made the taking possible.

His knife moved in small, clean motions. His fingers lifted without bruising, separated without tearing, wrapped damp things apart from dry things, and wiped sap from the blade before the next cut could be ruined by the last one.

By the time they finished, they had enough.

Not much.

Enough.

Maeril watched him tie the last packet and tuck it into his pack, away from the oil, away from the boots, exactly where it would not be crushed.

“You know,” she said, “if you keep handling forest things like that, the wood elves may start feeling professionally threatened.”

Ṛṣi looked up.

“That seems unlikely.”

“Do not be modest. It makes my exaggerations look unsupported.”

“I would not want that.”

“No. You are a generous man.”

She rose and brushed damp grit from her hands.

Behind them, the Trade Way waited in its ruts and dust. Ahead, the green thickened by inches.

“There,” Maeril said. “Enough for tonight. Not enough to be greedy. Enough to be useful.”

Ṛṣi stood with the gathered packets secured in his pack and the repair still unspoken between them.

They turned toward the low stand of trees off the road, looking for dry ground, screen from the road, and, if Maeril’s standards could be satisfied, a rock flat enough to become a table.



The trees gave them dry ground on the second try.

Not generous ground. Roots pressed up under the leaves. Old needles caught in the cloth when Maeril spread it. A beetle objected to being evicted from a hollow in the bark and had to be relocated before Maeril declared the place morally acceptable.

But the road was screened.

The ditch-water lay close enough for damp work and far enough not to soak their packs. A flat stone sat between two roots, wide enough for a table if one had standards flexible enough to survive travel.

Maeril built the fire herself.

Not with flint. Not with fuss.

She set dry twigs in the little hollow between stones, murmured one soft green word, and touched two fingers to the air above them. The kindling caught at once, a small flame opening as if it had been waiting for permission.

Ṛṣi had seen her do it often enough by now that the ease no longer surprised him.

The care still did.

This was not the arcane geometry she used for wards, force, and refusal. It was something greener and older in her hand: a small asking, a small answer, fire coaxed into usefulness before it could become hunger.

Maeril looked at it, then at Ṛṣi.

“I have known worse laboratories.”

He set down his pack. “Is that praise?”

“Practical optimism,” she replied.

They worked without speaking for a while.

Cloth first, shaken clean and spread over the stone. Thread, wax, awl, oil. The packets of moss and resin Maeril had gathered from the hedge-line. A little clean water in the shallow cup. A second cloth folded twice for wiping. A strip of leather scrap set aside for testing before anything touched the boots themselves.

Maeril’s side of the stone became lively almost at once: packets opened, leaves sorted, resin inspected, oil uncorked and judged again by smell as if it had become less trustworthy during the walk.

Ṛṣi’s side remained ordered.

Awl here. Thread there. Wax within reach. Cloth beneath the work. Knife cleaned and laid with its edge turned away from her hand.

When everything was ready, there was nothing left to prepare except the thing itself.

Ṛṣi reached into his pack.

His hand found the wrapped shape at once.

The boots came out.

He laid them on the cloth and unfolded the wrapping.

The leather was soft and pale-brown where the dirt had come away, darkened along the seams by old road and weather. Fine stitching ran in leaflike lines around the ankle and heel, work so careful it seemed grown rather than made. One seam had torn near the side. One toe remained scuffed deep, the mark too old to scrub away without taking part of the boot with it.

They were beautiful.

They were damaged.

They had held another foot before his.

Ṛṣi set one hand near them.

Not on them.

Near.

Maeril’s hands stilled around the oil bottle.

She did not speak at once.

The repair was clear in his mind.

Clean the seam. Test the oil. Follow the old stitch where it held. Make a new hold only where the leather had failed.

His hands knew what to do.

That was not what stopped him.

The boots had been found among ash, splintered crates, broken canvas, and the small things people carried because they believed there would be another day to use them. A wooden horse. Letters still folded. A holy symbol bent nearly flat.

And these.

Light leather. Quiet work.

He could not stop his mind from placing someone inside them.

An elf moving ahead of a caravan. Listening before others knew there was anything to hear. Turning back at the first wrong sound. Giants coming down through smoke and stone. Kobolds in the confusion. A warning shouted too late, or just in time for someone else to run.

A fall.

The scuffed toe catching rock.

The seam tearing under a body that still tried to rise.

Or no struggle at all. Only one terrible instant in which a road ended before the foot inside the boot could take another step.

Ṛṣi let his breath out slowly.

No name. No face. No body to tend. No last word to carry.

Only the shape of a foot left in leather, and the work of elven hands waiting on a cloth beside a road that now led toward the forest.

His fingers hovered above the torn seam.

Maeril’s eyes were already on his face.

“It is not the stitch,” she said.

“No.”

“The one who wore them.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the scuffed toe.

“They died wearing them.”

Maeril did not correct him.

There was nothing kind in pretending otherwise.

Ṛṣi touched the red cord at his wrist with two fingers.

“These should not be carried into the Wealdath torn,” he said.

Maeril looked at him.

“Not like salvage. Not like something taken from ash and used because it was useful.” His fingers stayed near the boot, close but not claiming. “If we meet the people they belonged to, I would rather offer them back whole.”

He swallowed once.

“As much as my hands can make them whole.”

Maeril’s eyes lifted to him.

There it was.

The shape he had not known how to say until he heard it.

She reached across the stone and turned the oil bottle so its mouth faced him.

Not offering ownership.

Offering help.

“Then we do not make them yours,” she said. “We make them whole enough to return.”

His breath moved once, deeper.

“Yes.”

He closed his eyes briefly.

Maeril picked up the small packet of darker moss and set it beside the oil.

“I will make the treatment gentle,” she said. “No stiffness. No shine. Nothing that tries to make old work look new.”

“Good.”

“And you will stop before respect keeps your hands too far away to help.”

His mouth moved, not quite a smile. Something smaller. Truer.

“Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “Because I respect grief. I do. But I am not spending the whole evening watching you be courteous to a boot.”

He looked at her.

This time, the faint exasperation helped.

“Understood.”

She nodded once, satisfied, and reached for the resin.

Ṛṣi laid his left hand on the boot.

Lightly.

Only the fingertips first, as if greeting a sleeping thing.

The leather was cool from the pack, soft beneath the old weathering. The torn seam opened under his touch, not wide, not ruined, only waiting for hands careful enough to ask what remained before deciding what must change.

He bowed his head.

Not long.

Long enough.

Then he took up the cloth, the awl, and the thread.

Maeril prepared the treatment while he threaded the needle.

No ceremony. No spellwork. Moss pressed into oil. Resin warmed near the fire until it softened. Wax drawn along thread. Her hands chose what would keep the leather supple. His hands chose where the old stitch could still be trusted.

They worked quietly.

Maeril touched the leather, smelled the oil, and said, “Less there.”

Ṛṣi changed pressure without argument.

He paused over each stitch long enough to ask what the leather would bear, then drew the thread through.

The seam began to close.

Not perfectly.

Honestly.

“If the wood elves complain,” Maeril said softly, “it will not be because you were careless.”

Ṛṣi set the last tension with his thumb.

“That is enough,” he said.

“For tonight,” she replied.





Mosstone Watches Back

The Wealdath did not arrive all at once.

At first, the road only grew quieter.

Open fields still broke away on either side of the Trade Way. Wagons still left ruts where rain had softened the ground.

But the light changed first.

It came down greener through branches that were not quite forest yet. Shade gathered before noon and stayed. Moss thickened on stones. Roots pressed nearer to the road, patient under dirt.

Birdsong changed too.

Less sky in it.

More listening.

Maeril noticed before she said anything.

She slowed near a stone half-eaten by moss and looked beyond it, where the trees gathered in deeper ranks ahead. Not a wall. Not yet. Something older than a wall. Trunks layered behind trunks. Vines hanging like old script. Roots gripping earth with the quiet confidence of things that had outlived kings, wars, borders, and the men who thought naming a place meant understanding it.

“Oh,” Maeril said.

This time, the word did not mean recognition.

It meant surrender.

Ṛṣi stopped beside her.

The air smelled of damp bark, leaf mold, cold water somewhere unseen, and green things working in silence. Maeril’s face had changed. Not softened exactly. Her eyes still moved, still counted, still read what grew where and why. But the sharp pleasure of knowing had opened into something wider.

“This is unfair,” she said quietly.

“To whom?”

“To every plant I have ever admired before now.”

He looked where she looked.

The forest did not invite him.

That was the first thing he understood.

The forest did not feel hostile.

That was almost more humbling.

The Wealdath stood ahead in root, shadow, and watching silence, entirely unconcerned with whether two travelers from the north felt welcome.

Ṛṣi read it as best he could.

Footing changed under old leaves. Sightlines broke after ten paces. A branch could hide a body. A hollow could hide three. Sound would travel badly, or too well, depending on who had learned the place. The road itself seemed less certain of its authority here, a human line running beside something that had never agreed to be divided.

Anyone shaped by that forest would move differently.

They would know where silence had weight, where roots would betray haste, where green hid danger and safety in the same breath. Even to watch such people from a respectful distance would be instruction he had not earned.

Maeril glanced at him.

“What are you seeing?”

“Places to fall.”

She smiled faintly. “That is your answer to an ancient forest?”

“Also places not to fall.”

“Profound.”

“And how someone trained here would never fall.”

That made her look back at the trees.

The smile thinned into something warmer.

“Yes,” she said. “That too.”

They walked on.

Mosstone waited somewhere ahead, close enough now that the map had stopped being theoretical. The road bent through deeper shade. A low hill rose on one side, tangled with undergrowth. On the other, a stream moved out of sight under roots and came back into sound only when stones forced it shallow.

Maeril was quiet for longer than usual.

That was how Ṛṣi knew something in her was gathering.

At last she said, “We have almost died twice in the last few weeks.”

He considered this. “Yes.”

“I am counting the giants and the tavern.”

“Yes.”

“The giants were at least respectable about it. Terrifying, enormous, and deeply rude, but structurally honest.”

“Structurally.”

“We had a plan. We had the staff. We had Kora being terrifyingly competent. I miss her already.”

“She was useful.”

“She was magnificent. There is a difference.”

He inclined his head.

Maeril stepped over a root that had pushed through the road’s edge and gave him a sideways look.

“And then there was the Bard.”

Ṛṣi said nothing.

“That,” Maeril said, “was a room full of bad decisions stacked on alcohol and murder.”

“Yes.”

“I have heard respectable adventurers often begin with a bar brawl. I did not expect to be inducted personally.”

“I did not intend to induct you.”

“No. That is why your career management remains concerning.”

“I will give warning before the next tavern attempts murder.”

“Good. I like to dress for literary traditions.”

Then Maeril breathed out and looked ahead, where the road began to drop.

“Still,” she said.

“Yes.”

“We are walking.”

“Yes.”

She nodded once, as if that settled an argument she had been having with the last several weeks.

“Good.”

The first sign of Mosstone was smoke.

Not forest mist. Not campfire stray and lonely by the road. Cooking smoke, hearth smoke, work smoke. Human smoke. Then came the upper points of a palisade, dark timber and moss-stained stone where repairs had been made in different years by different hands. The road curved, and the town showed itself all at once.

Small, but not fragile.

A walled caravan-stop set where the Trade Way met the forest’s patience. The gate stood open, but watched. Wagons waited in a yard beyond it. Stables leaned against one side of the wall. A storehouse roof sagged under patched thatch. An inn sign moved in the damp air without much enthusiasm. Smoke rose from low chimneys and flattened under the green shade pressing close behind the town.

Mosstone was no city.

It did not need to be.

It held the road because the forest allowed a road to reach it.

Two guards stood at the gate. Human. Both of them. One older, beard gone gray at the chin. One younger, with a hand too close to the haft of a spear he had probably never used on anything worse than a drunk drover. Inside the gate, more humans moved through the yard: wagoners, stablehands, a woman carrying a basket, two children near the well, a man with sawdust on his sleeves, another with a ledger tucked under one arm.

No elves.

Not in sight.

Only the forest behind the walls, close enough to make absence feel deliberate.

The older guard looked first at Maeril.

Most people did.

Green skin. Horns. Tail. Staff. Road cloak. Witch’s eyes that had learned not to apologize for arriving attached to her face.

His gaze paused at each part of her as if tallying a debt.

Then he looked at Ṛṣi.

The robe, the staff, the bruises not fully gone. The gold-ember eyes.

The man had a place in his mind for horned witch. Not a kind place, but a place. An old fear with a familiar shape.

Ṛṣi did not fit into it.

That made the guard’s stare shorter and less comfortable.

They passed under the gate.

Conversation inside the yard did not stop.

That would have been theatrical.

It thinned.

A woman at the well drew a child closer with one wet hand. A wagoner looked too long at Maeril’s horns, then at the forest behind her, as if the two belonged to the same warning. Someone near the stable rail shifted his grip on a currycomb until wood creaked under his fingers. The younger guard watched Ṛṣi’s eyes and then looked away too quickly.

Maeril kept walking.

Her chin lifted a fraction.

Not pride.

Armor.

Ṛṣi shortened his stride by half a step until he was beside her instead of behind.

She noticed.

Of course she noticed.

The yard had gone too aware of them. Not silent. Worse than silent. People kept moving, but every movement had learned their shape.

A bucket lowered more slowly into the well. A stablehand forgot the strap in his hands. The older guard had not turned away.

Maeril’s mouth tightened.

“Subtle place,” she murmured.

Ṛṣi looked at the hands, the shoulders, the eyes that moved away too late.

“No,” he said.

“No,” she agreed. “Not subtle.”

A man near the storehouse muttered, not softly enough.

“Green tiefling. Here?”

No one answered him.

No one needed to.

The words had already done what they came to do.

Maeril’s fingers tightened once on her staff.

Then loosened.

Ṛṣi heard the breath she did not quite take.

He did not turn toward the man. Not yet. This was not a blow to answer with a body. It was a place showing its teeth before deciding whether to bite.

Maeril looked around the yard, the well, the watching faces, the walls patched against weather and older fears.

“Well,” she said. “Mosstone has manners.”

Ṛṣi glanced at her.

“Different from Trademeet’s.”

“Very different. Trademeet wanted coin before conversation.” Her mouth curved without warmth. “This place seems to want a category first.”

He did not tell her she was wrong.

She would have hated that.

Instead, he looked at the hands. The shoulders. The way bodies angled toward doors, walls, tools, children. The way several eyes moved past Maeril to the forest and back again.

Not simple hatred.

Worse in some ways.

Habit.

Fear with a roof over it.

Old enough to have become local sense.

The inn sign creaked once above the yard.

Behind the walls, Mosstone held the road.

Behind Mosstone, the Wealdath held everything else.

And both of them were watching.

Maeril looked from the yard to the green shadow beyond the wall.

“Well,” she said. “At least the forest has better manners.”





Pale Sap Weakness

Thank you for reading!

If you would like to share thoughts, questions, reactions, or feedback, you are welcome to post on the D&D Beyond thread or join the reader community on Reddit at reddit.com/r/MonkAndWitch.



This is the end of Book Two, but not the end of Ṛṣi and Maeril’s road.

In Pale Sap Weakness, the road enters the old green shadow of the Wealdath.

After Candlekeep, Beregost, Fang Pass, the Battlescarred Bard, Trademeet, and Mosstone, Ṛṣi and Maeril have learned that traveling south is not escape. The road has become work, danger, witness, public consequence, and care that must keep choosing itself after blood, fear, failure, and exhaustion.

Now the journey reaches the forest’s edge.

The Wealdath is not simply another place on the map. It is old, wounded, watchful, and full of histories that do not belong only to humans, merchants, roads, or towns. Near Mosstone, old fears still have roofs over them, and the forest remembers what people would rather simplify.

For Maeril, the green path ahead is more than curiosity. It is a chance to discover what her fragments of druidic practice, wardcraft, hunger for life, and threshold-magic become when they meet something older than books. For Ṛṣi, the forest offers another lesson in movement, silence, restraint, and care in a place that has not asked for him.

Together, they walk into a conflict where mercy will not be enough if it only reacts, and protection will not be clean if it must cross old boundaries to reach the people still being shaped by them.

Visit: monkandwitch.com/en/b3/
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